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ripple effect that extends outward through the network

Artist’s Statement
for A Portrait of
Mental Illness

of people who provide support.

KRISTIN DONATO

related, yet each is unique from the next. This is also

M

Interestingly, people with a diagnosis, and those
who are caregivers described the experiences in similar
ways. These parallel, yet diverse experiences are mirrored in the grayscale color palette of the work. The
shades of gray reflect how the reported experiences are
depicted sculpturally. Cast ceramic and plastic heads

ental illness is a reality for many people characterize my personal reactions to the situation. As
in our society, but there is little discussion I came to terms with the reality of the experience, I proabout it. There is a stigma associated with

gressed through a series of emotions including confuit, partially due to the lack of communication regarding sion, frustration, grief, and optimism. I illustrated these
what mental illness entails. My current work is a ve- different points through these sculptures, yet I found
hicle to open the dialog of what mental illness means. that many people were also able to read those works as
The intention is to visually represent the perspectives of visualizations of mental illness.
those who have a direct connection with mental illness.

The use of the figure extends to the artist books
I started exploring the idea of mental illness as well. Two-dimensional silhouettes depict the emothrough my artwork while providing support to a loved tions often conveyed in the text of the artist books.

one who is dealing with it. Due to the confusion and These act as vessels, a space for the viewers to insert
frustration that I experienced with the situation, I used their own connections and experiences in order to add
my art as an outlet to help me process my thoughts. As I their own meaning to the pieces. The treatments applied
investigated the topic further, I expanded the viewpoint to the figures, whether cracked, written on, or blurred
of my work to reflect and communicate the experiences with ink washes, symbolizing the complex reactions to
of a variety of people who have either lived with or the varying situations.
supported someone living with mental illness. I wanted

to examine the full scope of how mental illness impacts

Many of the artist books employ layering and
people. I researched a range of perspectives through opacity in communicating these stories, as they relate
readings, conversations, and an anonymous survey. In to the confusion and ambiguity often described in menaddition to those who suffer from the various diagnoses tal illness. The use of semi-transparent and transluthat fall under the heading of “mental illness,” there is a cent materials obscure information that encourages the
Bridgewater State University
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viewer to examine the work more closely and gain a
full understanding of the information being conveyed,
mirroring the often private nature of coping with mental
illness. It is my hope that these works provoke discussion and ultimately empathy towards the hidden reality
that so many people face.
Editor’s Note
Throughout this volume of The Graduate Review are additional artistic interpretations of mental ill-

About the Artist
As an artist and a teacher, Kristin Donato is passionate
about exploring new mediums. This passion drove her studies while she pursued her BA in Art Education from Salem
State University in 2007. She is enrolled in the MAT in
Creative Arts program at Bridgewater State University and
has continued to expand her experience with a variety of
media. Kristin currently works as an art educator at Annie
Sullivan Middle School in Franklin, MA.

ness by Kristin Donato. These include Artist Notebook
sketches and cast ceramic and plastic heads.
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Death with
Raindrops
MARK AITCHISON

H

is eyes were closed against the soapsuds,
and he reached above his head and pulled
the lever that would tumble 20 gallons of

clean rainwater down upon him. As the water crashed
about his head and thundered over his shoulders, he
heard a familiar sound, a sound he had heard only
three times before in his life, a sound he had heard each
time they had come for him- each time they had failed
to take him.
Somewhere close by, in his own backyard, he
heard the soft whistle of his assassin. This time they
would take him, for the soap in his eyes all but blinded him from action. Three times before he had heard
the low whistle, the one long note rising and falling
and never breaking upon the humid Amazonian air. He
could only cry. When his exhausted wife and frustrated bodyguards found him later in the outdoor shower- fallen, naked and with a single bullet wound in his
forehead- his tears had become lost and mixed with the
blood and rainwater which continued to bathe his still
body.

walls and sped off into the darkness that lay beyond the
house. The car had not stopped. It was not who he was
expecting. Though perhaps it was, and they were only
playing with him- seeing that he was still there, scared,
hiding, and locked up in his own house.
He climbed quietly out of bed and did not disturb his sleeping wife. He was sorry he hadn’t been
able to keep the brutality of the outside world from her,
though he had thought he might in the beginning. She
knew his fears and loved him more for them. It wasn’t
how they’d intended things to turn out. They only hoped
now to keep the inevitable future away for just another
day- another day that might have been different in any
other time or any other place. Their future would not be
long coming; they both knew that. That was how things
stood.
He looked upon his wife’s face by the soft
light of the illuminated alarm clock-the face of a childsmooth and soft and seemingly ageless. He tiptoed from
the room in his bare feet and was thankful the speeding
car was gone. It would be another long day for everyone- the family, the rain forest, and Brazil, the country
in which they lived.
On his way through the sparsely furnished living room, he picked up a bottle of scotch and a glass
from the short table beside his favorite armchair. In the

The writer opened his eyes, and he was fully
awake. In the black warmth of the room, he followed
the light of a passing car as it moved up and around the
Bridgewater State University

darkness, he scooped up the items from their ledge like
a tree frog snaps up its supper from a moist lily pad.
He opened the bolted back doors and stepped into the
mesh-enclosed porch. He listened to the jungle’s
2017 The Graduate Review 9

symphony beyond him, and he was momentarily comforted.

“Trouble in town, huh?” the writer said, though
more to himself than to the policeman. He wished the
morning would not come any sooner than it had too.

A man stirred beside him in a wicker chair
where he slumped, and the writer gently prodded the

“The Indians strung up another cowboy last
night. The Baron ain’t happy losing these men.”

arm which hung above the floor. The man jumped to

“Serves ‘em right,” the writer said. “The Indi-

attention and thrust about the darkness with a concealed ans have more rights to the forest than they do. And the
rifle. The writer pushed the gun out of harm’s way and Baron knows that.”
laughed softly. He could see the man who couldn’t yet
see him.

“There’s a lot of bad talk now amongst the cowboys” the policeman continued. “It’s gonna get outta

“Drink?” the writer asked. “It’ll keep you hand.”
awake.”

“Good,” replied the writer. “I’m tired of waiting
myself.”

The other man groaned in the darkness. He was

He could feel the stupid eyes of the policeman

one of the writer’s bodyguards, a policeman assigned on his back. He shifted his weight and leaned against
to protect him against the threats he’d been receiving, one of the porch posts.
threats for the articles he’d been writing about the il-

“We can’t stop the killings, you know” said the

legal logging that had been going on too long in his policeman.
country. No doubt, the other bodyguard posted by the

“Obviously.”

front gate was asleep as well, the writer thought.

“No, I mean, it’s gonna get worse before it gets

“Sorry,” the policeman said. “Not getting much
time off these days. Too much trouble in town now.”
“Don’t apologize. Drink from the glass. I’ll
keep the bottle.”

better. We haven’t got the manpower.”
“Then we might as well all leave.”
The writer thought about what he wanted to say.
“But it’s those bastard cowboys and their cattle
who should leave first...but I don’t see that happening,

He poured the policeman a glass of scotch and
placed it in his outstretched hand. The writer stepped

do you?”
“You’re right there. The Baron’s boys got little

up to the mesh screen that wrapped around the porch. to fear what with all the guns they got. We’re outnumThrough the musky, weighty warmth- a clinging wetness really- the two men looked high above them. It

bered no matter how you look at it.”
“Then why do you stay?” the writer asked.

was light above the forest canopy long before it grew “You’re not being paid to die.”
light beneath, and they looked towards the treetops for
the first flickering light-stars of the Amazon morning.
10 The Graduate Review 2017

“I’m stuck here like everyone else” the policeman answered. “Where would I go?”
Bridgewater State University

“Back to the city. Like everyone else.”
“But that’s what I left. There’s nothing in the
city. Out here, at least, I own my house and can enjoy
my property with my kids.”

The policeman stood beside him and the writer
refilled his glass.
“Don’t talk like that,” the policeman said. “It’s
bad luck. Besides, I’ll be out of a job if you get killed.”

“If you’re dead,” the writer said, “you can’t enjoy any of it.”
“I won’t get dead” the policeman countered.

Around them, it was light enough to see each
other’s sad, sleep-filled eyes. There was the porch with

“Watching over me and sleeping while you’re at its mahogany supports and rough, hard-packed floors.
it, isn’t helping your chances.”

There was a small stretch of cleared land around the

“I said I was sorry.”

house, dotted here and there with impressions from the

“Forget it” said the writer.

ancient trees ripped up by the previous owner so he
could see the forest better. The earth around the house

They shared no words for several minutes. was long dead and barren, for nothing lived upon the
Around them the grey-green mist of day was born forest floor once the trees were gone. In the rain forbeneath a million pin-pricked shafts of light which est, life existed only above the ground, and below the
streamed down upon them through the trees. The mass

trees. With no trees, there was no longer any nutrient

and specter of gigantic trees heavy with foliage began cycle. The land that was left might support cattle or agto glow and appeared to separate and come alive in the

riculture for two or three years, but then it’d dry up and

light.

be dead for sure. Then the ranchers and settlers would
“And why don’t you leave?” the policeman be-

gan again.

move on in search of more land, and another slice of the
rain forest would disappear until...until what?

“This is my country. It’s under siege. These
ranchers are an alien force here, an invading army of

Until there was no forest left, the writer thought

ignorant, greedy men. And until they leave- or change wretchedly. But it didn’t matter to him. Not now. Not
their ways- I stay.”
“You sound like a politician. Or a priest, maybe?”

anymore. He wouldn’t live long enough to see the end
of the rain forest. Thank God, he thought. He took another sip of scotch. He couldn’t bear the thought of the

The writer laughed.

forest’s death. His own death seemed to mean little in

“None of those people are left here. So I guess I

comparison. He would die first, and that was good. He

have to do something in their place. I care a lot for the would remember the forest as it had been for as long as
rain forest, always have. Like you, I’m stuck here too. he had been studying and writing about it. It was now
And I believe I’ll die here, sometime soon.”

that he was fighting for it. To die was probably the best
thing that could happen, the writer thought. That would

Bridgewater State University
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take care of everything. The responsibility for the forest and its protection that he felt would be taken from
his shoulders, and no one could say he hadn’t done his
bit to help. He’d die a martyr of sorts. And his wife
and children? They’d be all right, sure. At last they’d be
able to leave this accursed Eden he’d brought them to.
The magazine he worked for would take care of them
for a while until they got sorted out. So he could rest
now. At long, long last, he could rest.
“I’m going inside,” the writer said to the policeman. “My wife will be worrying about me.”
“I’ll walk around front then. Can I have the
bottle?”

About the Author
Mark Aitchison has, since 1992, operated a riverboat tour
company called “Swallows and Amazons”, which is based
in the city of Manaus, Amazonas, Brazil. He was born in
England to Scottish parents, grew up in West Africa and
Canada, and calls Cape Cod (Massachusetts) home. He
graduated from Bennington College, Vermont, in 1985
with a Bachelor’s Degree in Latin American Literature.
At present he lives in Orleans, Massachusetts, where he is
studying for a Master’s Degree at Bridgewater State University. He teaches English as a Second Language at a local
high school. He has published many of his short stories in
various literacy journals.

“Sure. Come back later, and we’ll have breakfast.”
The policeman held his rifle in one hand and
the bottle in the other. He stepped from the porch and
disappeared around the side of the house. The writer
watched the man’s heavy body as it moved away from
him. He wouldn’t live long with guys like that around
him, he thought. Suddenly he grew lonely and scared.
He wondered whether this might be his last day alive or
not. He turned away from the forest, which he imagined
moving closer as if stalking him. He no longer felt safe
in the forest he had loved. He ran to his wife and made
love passionately and urgently to her before morning
found them out.
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Seed Plant Drone
for Reforestation
ERICO PINHEIRO FORTES

this software, providing telemetry communication to
a ground station and control in the seed dispenser. In
addition, this craft possesses a radio-controlled mechanism that allows the operator to take over control as a
failsafe.
The seed dispersal mechanism is a container for

A

Introduction

storing seeds and a motor-controlled mechanism for re-

n important point about changes in society

leasing them. This motor device is designed to precise-

that should not be ignored is that technolog-

ly regulate the flow at which the seeds are released. The

ical evolution reflects the progress of our seed dispersing software running on the Arduino drives
own life styles. The usage and applicability of drones the motor proportionally to the velocity of the aircraft
has been considerably growing since the 20th century so that the seeds are precisely released at the desired lothrough now (1). In this project, we decided to intro-

cation. The seed container is built to fit the quadcopter

duce this robot in the agriculture, deserted and defor-

and be durable in case of collisions.

ested fields.
Background
The purpose of the project is to develop a motor

Recognizing the challenges faced by many

controlled autonomous flying vehicle that is capable of countries in development, we must also be able to take
dispersing seeds in agriculture fields with potential for the opportunities to use novel technologies. This idea
reforestation. This work includes three components: a of drone and seed dispense for reforestation and rescustom-build quadcopter; a computer-controlled seed toration has a high demand in the field of science and
dispenser; and software that can generate GPS coordi-

nature. Not discussing the issue of global warming, we

nates for mission trajectory, control the seed dispenser, have come to notice drastic changes in temperature and
natural pressures in forests and other ecosystems all
and communicate with the operator(s).
around the globe. Hence, the idea of a seed planting
This autonomous quadcopter is equipped with a from a pilotless aircraft vehicle to solve problems of
GPS navigation mechanism controlled by an operator. desertification in these ecosystems. I believe it will defiOnce the coordinates are received, an operation area is nitely set new trends in science and ecology. Projects of
defined. The software is developed to receive the GPS

the same nature can also bring a new perspective that

coordinates for the selected area (target field), plot out may drive people’s ideas of science vs. nature towards a
a flight trajectory, and traverse/navigate the entire area. positive outlook. We need to break misconceptions and
An Arduino, which is placed on the quadcopter, runs operate high-end technologies to help communities and
Bridgewater State University
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countries grow towards development.

Related Work
Due to their versatility and cost effectiveness,

A quadcopter is known as a multirotor and an drones are becoming strong allies in fighting against
aerial vehicle characterized to possess four arms in

environmental issues and controversies such as crop in-

which each has a small motor with two pairs of fixed spection and survey work for the inspection of flood depitch propellers installed (2) as we can see on Figure fenses (5). Based on these facts, companies, profit and
5. With one pair spinning clockwise (CW) and the oth-

non-profit institutions, and singular entities are trying

er pair spinning counter-clockwise (CCW), both mo-

to develop projects that can take on the responsibilities

tors are operating in opposite directions to generate the and benefits that the UAVs have to offer. Ambitiously,
turning force or torque to help it lift and thrust (2).

this may significantly impact a change on the disputes
and misconceptions on climate change.

Formally known as Unmanned Aerial Vehicles
(UAV), drones are flying robots that use GPS naviga-

Although there is technically only one of many

tion and software-controlled flight, also installed in most finished works on seed-dispensing aircraft modtheir flight controller systems (flight controller board), els, the literature review on this work will focus on
capable to perform autonomous flight operations (3).

studies that use drones on agricultural fields. Most oth-

A quadcopter is referred as a type of drone if it can fly

er projects focus on creating technological innovations

on its own and also use a GPS navigation system. Many that can potentially decrease or contribute to the global
people do not know the correct distinction between health of forests and reforestation tactics.
drone and Quadcopter and think that all quadcopters
are drones. Especially, in commercial markets, they Bio-Carbon Engineering Project
may be treated as drones, which may lead to controver-

This project, funded by an ex-NASA engineer

sial disputes and misconceptions (4). In this research, Lauren Fletcher and his team, recognizes that this
the built quadcopter will be treated as a drone because emerging technology (drones), combined with remote
it satisfies the requirements to be treated as such.

sensing and machine learning, solves the industrial
scale deforestation (6). Based on its precision, efficien-

These days, drones are being used in diverse cy for data collection, analysis, mapping, and planting,
ways, from the simplest such as taking high-altitude Fletcher believes that the restauration of many ecosyspictures and videos to more complex tasks such as tems can be feasible (6).
military operations. Since they are quite versatile once
properly programmed, they can perform a great deal for
the ecological balance of the planet.

This project’s objective is to plant one billion
trees a year. First, a drone hovers two to three meters
above the selected area to identify and report the

14 The Graduate Review 2017
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potentiality for reforestation. Second, following a

The mode of operation of drones developed by

pre-determined pattern, these drones carry these this company was divided into three main focus points:
pre-germinated seeds and plot them into the soil (7).
The seed dispenser mechanism is small, pressurized

• Plan – a potential area for reforestation will be

canisters that provides enough force so that the seed

selected while a survey is used to analyze the soil,

can penetrate the soil surface and eventually grow over-

then simulations, mapping missions, and tasks will

time (7).

be consequently created to generate a net data (9);
• Fly – in a fully autonomous mission, the drone

These drones can plant 10 seeds per minute and

will take off, and high-resolution images about the

be controlled by two operators having multiple drones

area will be registered. After recognizing the mis-

operating at the same time. This work is able to plant

sion, the drone will land autonomously once the

approximately 3,600 seeds in one day. (8).

task is completed (9);
• Process - collected information will be processed

Drone Forestry – UAV – RPAS
This project was developed by the Spanish
company Novadrone that aimed to create a commercial

in order to have more accurate and precise performances based on all the collected data and deliver
results to their customers.

solution for forest management in order to maintain the
health of the forests around the world using the help of Methodology
aircraft vehicles (9). The application of this project in Software
the area of reforestation greatly served much as a sup-

Mission Planner

portive tool for forest managers, focusing on the following aspects (9):

Mission Planner is a full-featured ground station application for the ArduPilot open source autopilot.
This community-supported application was developed

• Improved forest management and operational by Michael Oborne (18). This free software designed
planning

for mission planning on Unmanned Aerial Vehicles

• Inventory assessment for valuation and taxation

(UAV) includes the following features [mission planner

• Monitoring of illegal activities and violation such help]:
as recording
• Research on health of forests, enabling targeted

• Flight Data - Primary flying screen with location

responses

and attitude

• Rapid response to environmental impact events,

• Flight Planner - Plans your flight and other script-

e.g. assess storm damage

ed actions
• Configuration - Customizes the PIDS and other

Bridgewater State University
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Figure 1- Mission Planner (Mandatory Set-Up)

Figure 2- Generated Coordinates File

critical settings, including enabling and disabling

the latest stable built-in and sets up your new Ardu-

hardware

Plane/ArduCopter/ArduRover.

• Simulation - Used with Xplanes and Flightgear

• Terminal - Manual set up of your APM that runs

for HIL simulation when used with your board

tests on sensors, log readings, and other functions.

• Firmware - Updates your APM Firmware with
16 The Graduate Review 2017
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Figure 3- Mission Way Points

Figure 4- Seed Control (Arduino Examples)

The operator uses this software to setup mandatory configurations (initial setup) on the Pixfalcon micro px4 autopilot, indicated in the red box on Figure 1.
The software is also used for motoring the state of the
quadcopter before, during, and after the mission.
GPS Coordinates Generator
This software runs in an Arduino and basically
receives input from the operator and computes the data
and “design” of the mission path, the flight patterning,
and the plotting plan.
Seed Control
The seed control code uses an infrared sensor
(obstacle detection sensor) that monitors the seed releasing process by providing information to the

Bridgewater State University
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Table 1- Material/Hardware Needed
Material / Hardware

Price

Online Store

A2212/13T 1000Kv

$ 29.99

www.amazon.com

4 Pcs ESC Simonk

$22.35

www.amazon.com

2x 3 cell Battery Power 2100ma

$38.00

www.amazon.com

Quadcopter Frame

$27.99

www.amazon.com

$146.00

www.hobbyking.com

$9.29

www.amazon.com

$159.99

www.amazon.com

$15.98

www.amazon.com

$6.70

www.amazon.com

$27.89

www.amazon.com

2x Propeller counter rotation 2 pairs

$24.00

www.amazon.com

Lock & Lock 4pcs

$13.70

www.amazon.com

$5.40

www.amazon.com

$2.00

www.amazon.com

Screw m2.5x5mm

$10.99

www.amazon.com

Screw M2.5x8mm

$5.46

www.amazon.com

Screw M2.5x20mm

$8.17

www.amazon.com

PPM Encoder

$10.69

www.amazon.com

Total

$564.59

PixFalcon Micro PX4 Autopilot
plus Micro M8N GPS and Mega
PBD Power Module
Arduino UNO R3 ATmega328P
Spektrum 6630 DX6i 6CH DSMX
Radio System with AR610 Receiver
9” Propeller Props Blades Guards
Phantom YoYo SD/MICRO-SD
CARD BEAKOUT MODULE
3DR Radio Telemetry (xbee + usb
adapter)

3.5mm Male Female Banana Plug
Bullet Connector Replacements
C2G / Cables To Go 43036 4-Inch
Cable Ties

18 The Graduate Review 2017
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Figure 5- Quadcopter (All Perspectives)

operator. The operator will then know if seeds are being the structure of the UAV is mounted. This quadcopter
properly dispensed or not.

is powered by a battery connected to a power module
responsible for distributing the power to the four out-

Hardware

put channels. The output connections provide five volts

To develop this project, some materials/hard-

each, and they are connected to four ESCs, all con-

ware were used to assemble the Seed Plant Drone Sys-

nected to the four motors. The drone has an Autopilot

tem as it is shown on the table on the next page:

Flight Control Board as the central unit that receives
the commands from a Radio Control System and uses a

Quadcopter/Drone

GPS system for navigation. Using a PPM (Pulse-Posi-

The quadcopter was built using a frame for a tion Modulation) encoder, signals from the receiver are
multirotor, more specifically a quadcopter, where all received in the central unit for desired operations. Then
Bridgewater State University
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the commands sent from the radio-control system are
Figure 6- Seed Dispenser Mechanism

managed by DSMX protocol. The ground station uses
a telemetry radio system over the MavLink protocol to
get the information from the Autopilot Flight Control
Board.
The main hardware components used to build
and control the quadcopter are:
• Air frame: Vktech® S500 500 mm FPV Glass Fiber Four Axis
• Auto pilot: pixfalcon micro px4
• Radio control: Spektrum 6630 DX6i, 6 channels
DSMX Radio System with AR610 Receiver
• Telemetry: Hobby-Ace 3DR Radio Telemetry Kit

Figure 7- Seed Plant Drone System

20 The Graduate Review 2017
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915Mhz Module

point with the corresponding latitude and longitude and

• On board sensor: Neo M8N GPS Module

the distance between waypoints as well. The software

• Power module: PixFalcon PDB

translates these inputs by generating coordinates as a

• ESC: Andoer 4Pcs Simonk 30AMP 30A SimonK

rectangular area with successive waypoints, and the

Firmware Brushless ESC w/ 3A 5V BEC

mission path is defined as we can see on Figure 3.

• Motor: Andoer A2212/13T 1000KV Brushless
Motor

Third, the GPS takes the current position of the

• Propeller: 2 pairs 1045 10*4.5 Propellers

quadcopter as the waypoint that represents Home. This

• Battery: Venom 20C 3S 2100mAh 11.1V LiPo

waypoint will serve as the “TAKEOFF” position before
the mission is performed and returned to launch posi-

Seed Dispenser

tion after the mission is completed.

The seed dispenser mechanism’s main role is to
release the seeds on the selected site. The seed-releas-

Last, the coordinates stored in a SD card, insert-

ing course is controlled by a Lego DC motor, connected ed in a SD card module, connected to the Arduino are
to a 5V power supply. Seeds are dropped inside the con-

ready to be uploaded remotely on the Mission Planner

tainer and sequentially dropped into a rotational dis-

software to the Pixfalcon Autopilot by using FPV te-

pensing compartment through the holes into the bottom lemetry radios. The Arduino on the ground station is
of that container. At the bottom of the container, there connected to other Arduinos placed on the quadcopter
is an infrared sensor that is able to detect the presence

by using XBee’s radios to communicate with each oth-

or absence of seeds being dispensed by the motor dis-

er; it means that a replica of data-write by one of them

penser. Figure 6 shows the seed dispenser mechanism will appear on the other and vice-versa. Once properly
and the main components.

connected and functional, they transcribe all data using
serial communication.

First, the operator should know in advance the
exact location that has been target by the aircraft using

The drone is armed in stabilized mode, allowing

a seed plant drone. This can be done by relying on pic-

the operator to have full control over the drone. Mis-

tures, videos, or satellite-scanned images as analyzed sions are executed autonomously in Auto flight mode
data. Based on this information, the operator defines the by using GPS coordinates; however, the operator can
area to which it will be operating.

have full control by flipping the switch positions on the
transmitter and allowing manual control.

Second, the operator then uses the software to
generate the necessary waypoints (mission path) by Results
typing as input the initial waypoint and the final wayBridgewater State University
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struction of the quadcopter, and the challenges each

The dispensing of seeds into a soil surface is

represents. The hardware has to be compatible in or-

delegated by the GPS coordinates once generated, pre-

der to make flight and perform tests. The difficulty was viously generated, or by manual control of the operator.
in replacing the broken parts of the quadcopter. The

Figure 8- Old Seed Dispenser

weather was not a good ally during the outdoor test.
As mentioned above, the seed dispenser is one
of the most important pieces in this project. There were
many challenges, re-routes, and tests. The seed dispenser also had to be re-adjusted and re-built a couple
of times using recycled materials that could work properly. Before completion of the actual prototype (Figure
6), few approaches were taken; however, most were inefficient. Although these attempts did not work, the use
of recycled material was quite useful. The “screw propellers” made with laundry detergent bottles are fixed
in the central axis attached to a dc motor. Then, after The radio receiver will send a PWM signal, a servo mothe motor is activated, seeds would fall from the seed tor, that activates or deactivates the motor to start the
container (built-in from seasoning bottle) through the process of seed dispensing.
hand-crafted hole inside the container into a selected
surface. This method did not work because the con-

During tests, the radio-control system used pro-

tainer was too narrow and unstable, and the seeds were vided a maximum distance of approximately 719 feet
trapped between the “screw propellers.”

(219 meters) (Figure 9). Tests were made using the
above measurements for security, avoiding the possi-

After some tests and observations, a larger bility of colliding with people or private property. But,
seed-releasing compartment and propellers were made, in case the radio control loses signal, the “Fail Safe syscreating more precise and smooth rotations. The new tem” will be activated, and the quadcopter will land at
propellers and the curvature used to create the desired the position that the signal was lost.
screw effect caused a defect on the central axis that inhibits the passage of seeds through the container (Fig-

During tests, there were a couple of falls, and

ure 8). However, this also turned out to be not so much some pieces were damaged, such as the frame arms,
of a good method either.
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motors, and propellers.
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Figure 9- Reached Distance

Conclusion

traditional or conventional methods of reforestation. In

I believe that as computer scientists, it is our specific countries with poor agriculture practices, deduty to develop and produce technological results that sertification and deforestation are common problems.
can significantly improve the life quality of humanity.

For instance, tropical places such as Brazil, Amazonian and Cape Verde Islands are a few from the leading

I can personally see this project as an ambi-

list of places that suffer from these issues. My mentor

tious one that can probably bring universal, innovative and I tried to develop a precise, efficient, and affordable
trends to the world. I’m optimistic that this project will

solution that can potentially fight or manage desertifi-

be a valuable contribution for reforestation and there-

cation, a problem that severely affects my homeland,

fore ecosystem restauration. Mindful that the process Cape Verde, and the world. I carry this issue close to
of seed dissemination will be fast and low cost com-

my heart due to the fact that I have been personally in-

pared to the overlapped issues we may face along the terconnected with this issue, and I have also dealt with
road. Therefore, I have full confidence that significant the consequences of harsh climate and insufficient agrigains will be achieved with conventional reforestation. culture.
However, changes sooner or later will be unstoppable, only because we cannot afford to lose one of our

In overview, this project leads to four main ac-

most supportive lines of survival by keeping only the complishments:
Bridgewater State University
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• A custom-built quadcopter that is able to perform

software, combined with machines able to scan and

autonomous flights using predetermined GPS coor-

map the potential areas for forest restauration.

dinates;
• Fail-safe system that can provide autonomous References
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The City Has a
Music All Its Own
CRAIG DEMELO

T

he players cross each other on the street

but somewhere in this terminal reprise

and chant their pablum into hollow phones,

some hopeful vessels made of prayer and bone

all soloists with eyes that never meet,

are singing out their dreams to careless skies.

too busy as they shuffle their own sheets

The city has a music all its own.

of tired songs they’re playing through alone.
With pointless joys and sorrows to a beat,

Editor’s Note

the city has a music all its own.

Another poem entitled “Fault Lines” by Craig DeMelo is
also found in this edition of The Graduate Review.

The vast machinery that comes to play
booms abrasively in metal zones.
Giant shovels make the earth give way,
cars and trucks and taxis have their say.
The howl and honking of their churlish tones
—savage trumpets—blare and shake the day.
The city has a music all its own.
Troubled voices blend into the mix

About the Author
Craig DeMelo is a Master’s Degree student in the Department of English at Bridgewater State University. He teaches English at New Bedford High School. When he’s not
in a classroom, he is a performing songwriter, an author, a
poet, and a husband and father of two.

with darting eyes and secrets made of stone.
They stagger alleyways and chase their fix.
Negotiations made by desperate tricks,
through midnight windows cracked they hush and moan.
These wicked whispers echo off the bricks,
the city has a music all its own.
There’s dissonance of shrill and painful cries,
accompanied by empty belly groans.
Angry sirens shriek their lullabies,
Bridgewater State University
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A Portrait of Mental Illness:
Artist Notebook I
KRISTIN DONATO

A Portrait of Mental Illness
Artist Notebook I
KRISTIN DONATO
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“The Only Reason
I Read” and
Other Apologies:
A Roadmap for
Increased Pleasure
Reading in High
School
ANNE SMITH

L

them (freshmen attending St. John Paul II High School,
a private Catholic school in Hyannis, Massachusetts),
reading habits largely diminished upon entrance to
their respective middle schools. A minority that took
pleasure from reading continued to maintain their habits independent of their reading instruction, but for the
majority, the shift from elementary to secondary education was a leading factor in the decline of their reading
habits. The state of affairs that the National Endowment
for the Arts addresses, and which I see reflected in my
current body of students, is often portrayed as a crisis. However, while I agree that we educators should be
concerned about the reading lives of our students, I do
not believe that students’ reading lives are in danger of
vanishing. They are simply adapting to a new reading
environment that, for many educators, is a terra incog-

ettered societies have long debated the act of nita.
reading: the nature of it, the value of it, even
the dangers of it. The education communi-

ty also debates the methods and rationale for teaching reading; lately, this discourse has focused on the

Laurel Tarulli, who approaches the analysis of
reading habits from the discipline of library and information studies, describes this new terrain of reading

reading habits of students—what proper reading habits (296). She cautions us that the vast reports quantifying
should look like, as well as how teachers and adminis- students’ reading lives may have failed because they are
trators can develop those habits in their pupils. Those of too prescriptive about what constitutes the act of readus who are educators already know that we should be ing. She wonders if video gamers, audiobook listeners,

concerned about our students’ reading habits. A 2007 and magazine skimmers are classified as readers, and
publication by the National Endowment for the Arts, suggests that they are, because “to read… provides us
To Read or Not to Read: A Question of National Con-

with knowledge or the ability to interact with the tan-

decline in reading among teenage and adult Ameri-

in that regard and, indeed, while 21st-century readers

sequence, comments, “all progress appears to halt as gible or intangible and to interpret our experiences into
children enter their teenage years. There is a general meaning” (297). Any text, not just a book, will serve us
cans” (5). I, too, witness a waning trend of readership might not be reading as many books, we are also readin my students’ attitudes toward the task. For most of ing in new and diverse media. For this reason, Tarulli
Bridgewater State University
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has convinced me that “we can start to make an argu-

students select for their independent reading are even

ment that readers can no longer be identified solely as more consequential than simply kick-starting their readthose who read fiction and nonfiction books, but need ing lives; they directly lead to the practice of the very
to include those who read magazines, websites, blogs,

literacy skills that educators are concerned are being

and video games” (298). A revised definition might lost (7). Wilhelm’s and Smith’s findings suggest “that
go so far as to include content shared on social media the young people… were remarkably articulate about
platforms. Of course, we teach students that reading in-

the benefits they received and the pleasures they ex-

volves books, so some students are likely engaging in

perienced from their reading, often of books dismissed

high levels of reading that go underreported in studies, by some as ‘tripe,’ ‘junk,’ ‘pulp,’ ‘pap,’ or ‘trash’” (9).
as they would not consider quantifying their social me-

Similar to Kittle’s philosophy, Wilhelm and Smith sug-

dia usage. Educators’ attitudes that there is both right gest allowing students to select their own titles for indeand wrong reading material contribute needlessly to the

pendent reading, but again they exclude digital reading

decline that so much scholarship details.

materials. With so many speaking about the benefits of
encouraging students’ pleasure reading habits, the de-

Arguments by teacher-educators, such as Pen-

bate is not whether schools should incorporate pleasure

ny Kittle, Jeffrey D. Wilhelm and Michael W. Smith,

reading into instruction, but how (and even what to in-

are gaining momentum as school administrators eval-

clude).

uate their pupils’ literacy skills and recognize a need
to better engage adolescents in their reading assign-

By now, the education community has pro-

ments. Kittle, a master teacher at Kennett High School posed, studied, critiqued, and defended diverse instrucin North Conway, New Hampshire, argues that assign-

tional methods for changing students’ reading habits.

ing challenging reading is not a guaranteed method for Programs have appeared in such forms and under such
developing literacy, but encouraging pleasure reading names as Sustained Silent Reading (SSR), Drop Everyis. “A book isn’t rigorous if students aren’t reading it… thing and Read (DEAR), independent reading, literaWe start with an entry to a reading life and engagement ture circles, and even the descriptive phrase, “free volwith whole books, even if we feel they are less worthy untary reading.” For the scope of this paper, I will focus
than the classics” (xvi). Pleasure reading is necessary

on SSR, which Stephen Krashen defines as “time… set

for reinvigorating students’ dormant interest in reading; aside for recreational reading; students read whatever
once students read, they can put their reading to work. I they like (within reason), and are not tested on what
critique that Kittle does not go far enough; students can they read” (1). Conceding the strengths of this program,
enter a reading life by engaging with texts derived from which are well documented, I explore the potential obthe digital world. Wilhelm’s and Smith’s research about

stacles to its implementation. I argue that, rather than

adolescents’ pleasure reading suggests that the books subscribe to SSR based on its popular results, schools
30 The Graduate Review 2017
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(or at the very least, teachers) must engage in a reflec-

ticed an increase in Internet access, which likely indi-

tive process to find the best solution for their students’ cates competition for how adolescents spend their free
reading lives, which likely involves creative thinking time (10). The premise the Endowment assumes is that
and cobbling together different pieces from multiple Internet users do not engage in reading while using the
instructional approaches. But first, let us examine the Internet. As Tarulli has already questioned in her colreading lives of today’s teenagers.

umn, “Pleasure Reading: Exploring a New Definition,”
the act of reading in the 21st century may very well in-

Adolescent Reading Habits in the Digital Age
If educators weren’t learning about their students’ reading lives and experimenting with instruc-

clude the extensive skimming of articles that engages
adolescents when they are online, particularly on social
media platforms (298).

tion to encourage more students to become involved
in reading, the statistics analyzing the reading habits

Whether students’ reading habits are diminish-

of the adolescent would be more disheartening than ing or simply shifting, the trends are certainly similar
they already are. The National Endowment for the Arts

across the pond. Clark and Rumbold produced a re-

estimates “nearly half of all Americans ages 18 to 24 port for the United Kingdom’s National Literacy Trust
read no books for pleasure” and “the percentage of wherein they conducted an analysis of the UK’s ado17-year-olds who read nothing at all for pleasure has lescents’ reading lives (5-9). Like the National Endowdoubled over a 20-year period” (7). Educators may also ment for the Arts, Clark and Rumbold observed compeconsider the length of time that adolescents engage in tition between pleasure reading and other pursuits:
acts of reading: “15- to 24-year-olds spend only 7–10
minutes per day on voluntary reading—about 60% less

A survey of school children for World Book Day

time than the average American” (9). Despite attempts

in 2002 found that 15 to 16 year old boys spent 2.3

to blame the lack of pleasure reading on the increase

hours a week reading for pleasure, compared to 9

of difficult, assigned texts and other challenging course

hours a week playing computer games or 11 hours

loads that occur in high school, the National Endow-

watching television. Girls spent considerably more

ment for the Arts found by comparing data from 1984,

time reading, namely 4.5 hours a week. (9)

1999, and 2004 that “in 17-year-olds—the group whose
voluntary reading rates fared the worst—the percent-

The readers themselves recognized this com-

age of students at all five levels of compulsory reading petition for their attention, as another study that Clark
has remained largely constant for the three test periods” and Rumbold cited indicates that a third of the surveyed
(30). Students did not read for pleasure less frequent-

adolescents “agreed with the statement that they have

ly because they had too much homework or too many better things to do than read books” (9). Despite the
extra-curricular activities; instead, the Endowment noBridgewater State University
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reported that “a survey for the Reading Champions ini-

cussed their parents in their early reading lives devel-

tiative (Clark, Torsi and Strong, 2005) in Spring 2005 oped positive associations with reading. One student
found that the majority of pupils (61%) enjoyed reading commented, “My mom, dad, or even babysitter would
quite a lot or very much” (10). Put in conversation, these

read to me before I went to sleep. It was the best time

statistics underline Kittle’s argument and central belief ever.” For another student, reading together as a family
that “teenagers want to read—if we let them” (Kittle 1). before bed was what made reading pleasurable. Nearly
Our job as educators is to help students find the time all students were nostalgic about their childhood readfor pleasure reading. Since we cannot accomplish this ing experiences, particularly the picture books they reby simply reducing or abolishing homework, we must membered.
make pleasure reading a component of our instruction.
Almost universally, students who self-identified
Since beginning to teach at St. John Paul II High as nonreaders mentioned fourth grade as when they lost
School, I have asked my students in both freshmen and

interest in reading. Students usually attributed their dis-

junior year English a series of questions about their interest to “boring” books. As students shifted to disreading lives as well as their attitudes and beliefs about cussing their current reading habits, even students who
reading. Students have free choice regarding which identified themselves as readers said they rarely were
questions they answer and which they combine into a reading for pleasure. The reasons students cited emphatwo-page narrative, their Autobiography as a Reader. sized a lack of time for pleasure reading or competition
Of the students who complete this assignment, the vast from other past-times. One student wrote, “I have to
majority are upper-middle and upper class whites. The read all the time in school so it is not fun to read on
other demographic represented in my classes is inter-

my own and I am already spending most of my day at

national students from Beijing as well as Guangdong school reading and at home reading books to study.”
Province, China. This past year, approximately 98 per-

For this student, pleasure reading was an additional

cent of my students completed the assignment, which I burden. Another student explained, “I like to read in
will now review in part.

class because it’s better than hearing a lecture or doing
a worksheet, but in my free time I still don’t think of

Students typically identified themselves as read-

reading as a fun activity. I think this is because I have

ers or nonreaders in the beginning of their autobiogra-

less free time as I get older.” This student went on to

phy. Most students who described when they learned explain that free time was more useful for socializing
to read emphasized the involvement of their parents in with friends or playing video games. Another student
the process; others emphasized the role of their parents thought that technology was the distraction from pleaas models for reading when they were small children. sure reading: “I have stopped reading for pleasure now
In the majority of autobiographies, students who dis32 The Graduate Review 2017
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there are resources like television or YouTube to look for reading, often 20 minutes long. Administration also
something up.” Finally, another student felt that partici-

has to enforce that all members, even staff or mainte-

pating in an extra-curricular activity mutually excluded nance workers, read during the SSR period. Finally,
pleasure reading, reflecting, “I read mostly in school school-wide initiatives, at least as described by Kittle
now because I love sports now and I don’t like reading. and Fisher, require direct administrator participation,
Reading now is just a challenge, it’s a force.” For this not just monitoring. In Kennett High School’s SSR
student, being a football player meant that there wasn’t program, even Kittle’s principal, Neal, leads a group
any time or reason for pleasure reading.

of students: “We had a crew… who had been kicked
out of reading break for noncompliance… Neal invited

Interestingly, a selection of students who these eight boys to his office, and reading break took
self-identified as nonreaders, and who also acknowl-

on new importance” (Kittle 145). Under the principal’s

edged the importance of reading, said that they would mentorship, these students slowly became readers. As
like to become readers again. One student in particular

for the SSR program at Hoover High School, Fisher’s

was not hopeful that the reading habits formed at the urban school, administrators became more involved in
end of middle school would change, writing: “as I enter the program after a student observed that some teachers
high school I’m not the biggest fan of reading anymore

were not holding students accountable to the 20 min-

and I think it’s because I’ve read just about all of Rick

utes of reading, subsequently requiring teachers to form

Riordan’s books. I hope he makes a new series for me to a review committee. After evaluating the program, “the
start soon because I want to enjoy reading again.” This SSR committee requested that administrators regularstudent, along with some others, felt that they could not ly visit classrooms to read” (Fisher 147). These visits
continue to engage in pleasure reading because they did transpired at random, keeping the faculty on their toes
not know what to read next. Teachers must develop the and the program honest.
ability to recommend titles to their students, as all that
it might take for a nonreader to begin reading for pleasure again is the right book or author.

When SSR works, it truly benefits students. Stephen Krashen observes that “SSR readers report that
they read more at the end of the SSR program than at

The Efficacy of Sustained Silent Reading (SSR)

the beginning” and “SSR readers report reading more

One program that creates time for students’ even years after the program has ended” (1). But, with
pleasure reading is Sustained Silent Reading (SSR).

any program there are obstacles to its implementation.

Normally, SSR is a school-wide initiative, as both Kittle Challenges that Kittle described in her school included
(141-3) and Fisher (138) describe. School-wide initia-

providing reading material, handling noncompliance,

tives involve administration primarily because school encouraging students to read more complex material,
schedules have to be adjusted to create a daily period and holding faculty and staff accountable (Kittle 143Bridgewater State University
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6). After her early attempts to create a classroom SSR

extra help, extra-curricular activities, and additional in-

period, English teacher Valarie Lee reflected, “it was

structional time (for Advanced Placement courses and

painfully evident that starting an SSR program was not lab sciences). It would be difficult to achieve teacher
as easy as making time and providing a bookshelf of buy-in when so many teachers will have to give up one
books or students to read” (211). In each of the SSR of their offerings. Budgetary concerns would also be
programs, student buy-in necessitated teacher buy- hard to resolve, although passionate teachers and adin, and for the school-wide programs, teacher buy-in ministrators often find sources of funding or solicit donecessitated administrator buy-in (and Fisher’s arti-

nations for their SSR program. In my own school, the

cle suggests that even administrator buy-in had to be attitude is “Ask and ye shall receive.” Lack of reading
checked by committee buy-in). It is easy to ask why, materials would be an easy challenge for St. John Paul
when many data evidence the academic gains produced II High School to overcome.
by SSR, these levels of buy-in fail to occur. It is more
difficult to answer, because skilled SSR practitioners

When teachers propose developing a school-

tend to dismiss prospective answers based on the suc-

wide SSR program, encounter these challenges, and are

cess of their own programs. Objections that are related

unable to overcome them, or face a lack of administrator

to school scheduling or budgets are the most difficult buy-in, the teachers may always consider Lee’s method
to dismiss, but when the administrators and faculty of

for SSR programming: keep it in the classroom, which

both Kittle’s suburban school and Fisher’s urban school

for the most part is the teacher’s domain (210). (Lee’s

recognized the importance of SSR and truly valued the method would be nearly impossible to implement for
program, these schools managed to overcome the chal-

teachers who are required to teach from scripts or de-

lenges (146-8; 149).

partmental-approved lesson plans.) When Lee realized
that SSR was outside of her school’s English curricu-

When I think about how St. John Paul II High

lum and that her school would not change the schedule

School might implement an SSR program, I cringe at the for a school-wide program, she decided to build SSR
idea of scheduling; our school has already undergone a into her own daily instruction (211). The benefit of
major scheduling change in the past three years and a keeping SSR in the classroom is that the teacher can
second change would communicate indecisiveness and closely monitor the program and continually modify it,
weakness to the Advisory Board. However, the current having total freedom to experiment with its procedures
schedule does include a 24-minute period opposite the until the students embrace SSR.
lunch period that could be replaced with SSR, while
not on a daily basis, at least once in a seven-day rota-

Recommendations for Any and All Secondary

tion. The challenge would be deciding the day for SSR, Schools
as many faculty members claim the same timeslot for
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teacher, like myself, who works in a school where as well as develop a list of new titles and authors for the
scheduling considerations limit the possibility of cre-

classroom library. From my own research in the auto-

ating an authentic school-wide SSR program? In short, biographies, I have learned that my students need opthe teacher must decide whether it is better to work

portunities to read as well as book suggestions. Already

alone, producing a pleasure reading program within the this information has shaped my classroom practice: I
individual classroom, or open a larger discussion with devote more instructional time to reading and, perhaps
the department, faculty, and administration. Regardless even more importantly, I often discuss my opinions
of avenue, the teacher cannot begin to develop a pro-

of the books that I am currently reading. I listen more

gram until having a deep understanding of the students’ closely for opportunities to suggest titles and authors
reading lives. In order to figure out how to encourage to students when they talk about their reading in class;
pleasure reading, the teacher must know why students

recently a student bemoaned the end of the Percy Jack-

in the local setting are not reading. My argument is that son series, and rather than redirect the conversation to
SSR does not work effectively as a one-size-fits-all pro-

the day’s learning objective, I mentioned seeing an ad-

gram, especially because its definition of reading is out-

vertisement for a new book series that critics described

dated. Instead, teachers can build successful programs as the next Percy Jackson. Whether the student reads
for their students using the core ideas of SSR as well

the books or not, the seed is planted. The situation is

as their own intuition and knowledge of their students’ even better when I own the book that I am suggesting;
reading lives. For some schools, a school-wide initia-

students are also surprised that I remembered their in-

tive might be the best fit; for other schools, like my terests when I bring the book to class the next day for
own, a classroom-based model might be better.

them to peruse. Sometimes the student leaves the book
with me, but sometimes the student takes it, especially

I have already suggested that the teacher should when other students express interest in it.
begin creating a program first by gathering data from
their school’s student body. I have found that students

The method I am suggesting depends on the

are brutally honest when writing the Autobiography as

teacher getting to know students as fellow readers, not

a Reader, especially when they see their teacher engage just people to be taught uniform content in the English
with their responses and exhibit a total lack of judg-

curriculum. It requires the skill that Tarulli trains librar-

ment. Many a time I have bonded with students over ians to have: recommending books to patrons (298).
not just books mutually loved, but mutually hated; also, Despite being a teacher, my students are my patrons.
the woes of not being able to read as much as we’d like. My practice is to get students to think about their readFor the teacher, these conversations and documents are ing habits, point out the variety of reading materials
a data mine. With minimal effort, teachers can identify that are available to them, and place reading materibarriers that are preventing students’ pleasure reading al in their hands. I hesitate to label my practice as a
Bridgewater State University
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“program” because it consists of an offhand, unplanned vol. 48, no. 2, 2004, pp. 138-150. Education Research
comment to a student during a tangential conversation Complete, http://maxwell.bridgew.edu.libserv-prd.
here and a coincidental action of book lending there; it

bridgew.edu.

is nothing close to the daily 20 minutes of SSR. But, I
know how my practice is going to become a program. Kittle, Penny. Book Love: Developing Depth, Stamina,
It will involve more intentional conversations with stu-

and Passion in Adolescent Readers. Heinemann,

dents about what they read as well as what I read (par-

2013.

ticularly the texts we find through social media), and it
will involve a more intentional effort to suggest reading Krashen, Stephen. “81 Generalizations about Free
material for each student. Today a student mentioned Voluntary Reading.” IATEFL Young Learner and
that he likes reading Star Wars fan theories online. An-

Teenager Special Interest Group Publication, Interna-

ecdotally, this happened to be the same student who tional Association of Teachers of English as a Forsaid reading wasn’t interesting because of television eign Language, 2009. Penny Kittle: Teacher, Author,
and YouTube. In my conversation with the student, I af-

Advocate, Penny Kittle, 2016, http://pennykittle.net/

firmed that fan theories “counted” as legitimate reading uploads/images/PDFs/Reports/81-Generalizationsby suggesting a new theory about Jar Jar Binks for the

about-FVR-2009.pdf.

student to look up. I also pointed him to another reader
(a fellow teacher) who would be willing to discuss the Lee, Valarie. “Becoming the Reading Mentors our Adtext. In short, today I convinced a non-reader to read for

olescents Deserve: Developing a Successful Sustained

pleasure, as well as introduced him to a larger commu-

Silent Reading Program.” Journal of Adolescent &

nity that loves the same genre. It was a good day.

Adult Literacy, vol. 55, no. 3, 2011, pp. 209-218. Education Research Complete, doi: 10.1002/JAAL.00026.
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Fault Lines
CRAIG DEMELO

T

he maps have told me secrets

The new world comes as advertised

in codes—green and blue—

with its tranquility and serenity.

of other places across the sea.

Stillness is art. Silence is music.

They’ve shrunk the planet,

Eyes and voices are kind.
Slowly we uncoil and build.

making this rock of war
and fire seem small.

The news brings familiar names
along with death and flames

My finger finds home, but the tan shape

—and memories—as though

has no smoke or explosions,

the remnants clung to our clothes.

no bloody streets or prayers.
I don’t recognize it.

Faces are closed now and whispers
full of acid hiss around us like a pit of snakes.

I slide my hands around, wishing

They mushroom into shouts and stares.

we could move as easily across the orb.

Yesterday the house screamed its broken glass.

There are chances elsewhere, we’re told,
where the only whistles are bird songs

War has followed us here

and there is peace.

and destroyed the stillness
and buried the silence.

We put our life in a bag and live

The reprieve is over.

day-to-day in the skeletons

I unfold the map and with trembling fingers,

of buildings, moving slowly

look for another home.

through the dust and rubble.
In time we are handed the ticket to survival.
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Disparities in U.S.
Elementary and
Secondary
Education
MYHANH BARRETTE
Introduction

in statistical terms of school readiness in young children, standardized test scores, advanced courses enrollment, high school dropout rates, school disciplinary
actions, and college entrance and completion rates
(Cook, 2015). Intersecting with poverty and racism,
educational disparities disproportionally affect students
of minority, ethnic, and racial backgrounds, creating a
pervasive pattern in which African American, American Indian, Latinos, and Southeast Asian students underperform academically relative to their White American counterparts (American Psychological Association,
2012). According to Cook (2015), disparities begin in

In the 2014-15 school year, in Massachusetts, early childhood where only 78% of Black children ages
the amount of money spent on each student varied vast- 3-5 are read to three or more times a week compared to
ly by district, ranging from the lowest $10,400 in East 91% of White children in the same age group. In preBridgewater to the highest $27,569 in Cambridge (Mas- school, while Black children make up only 18% of en-

sachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary rollment, they constitute 48% of children receiving out
Education, 2016). At the national level, state average of school suspensions (U.S. Department of Education

spending per pupil for Fiscal Year 2014 in elementary Office for Civil Rights, 2014). This disproportionate
and secondary education was lowest in Utah at $6,546 representation continues well into higher grade levels
and highest in the District of Columbia at $20,577 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2016). Ironically, for the same school year of 2013-14, the District of
Columbia had a high school graduation rate of 61.4%

with Black students being expelled at a rate 3 times that
of Whites. In the three decades since 1986, SAT scores
in both mathematics and language arts for Black students have stayed consistently about 100 points lower

(Office of the State Superintendent, n.d.), while Utah than those of White students (National Center for Eduhad a rate of 83% (Utah State Office of Education, cation Statistics, 2016). On the same note of academic
2015). Without unpacking these indicators, it is appar-

achievement, Black and Hispanic students concentrat-

ent that elementary and secondary public education in ed in urban schools are less likely than their White and
America is not the same for all students.
Asian counterparts in suburban communities to have
Beside expenditures and high school gradua-

access to, enroll in, and perform well on Advanced
Placement courses (Sablich, 2016). In 2014, Hispanic

tion rates, disparities in the public education system at students were more than twice as likely to drop out of
the elementary and secondary level are also measured high school compared to White students (National
40 The Graduate Review 2017
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Center for Education Statistics, 2016).

And while

ing (United Nations General Assembly, 1959), educa-

Black, White, and Hispanic students enroll in college tion is a human rights issue. Up until the Revolutionary
at more or less comparable rates, White students earn War in 1775, however, Colonial Americans approached
bachelor degrees at a rate 2 times higher than Black education as a private issue concerning literacy rooted
students and 3 times higher than Hispanic students (Sa-

only in the need to read and understand the Puritan Bi-

blich, 2016).

ble (Race Forward, 2006). After the war, public education slowly emerged, backed by wealthy businessmen,

Even though education is acknowledged to be merchants, and artisans as a way to train the country’s
primarily a state and local responsibility as evident population for the factories and ensure productivity and
in 92% of the total elementary and secondary educa-

economic growth (Goldin, 1999; Race Forward, 2006).

tional expenses being funded by non-Federal sources Education was publicly provided but still not publicly
(U.S. Department of Education, 2016), at the signing funded. When New York City Mayor DeWitt Clinton
of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) in 2015, led a group of religious private citizens to form the New
President Barack Obama said: “With this bill, we re-

York Free School Society to provide free education for

affirm that fundamentally American ideal—that every poor children in 1805, the legislature incorporated the
child, regardless of race, income, background, the zip group but funding came from members’ subscriptions
code where they live, deserves the chance to make of

and philanthropic donations (Philanthropy Roundtable,

their lives what they will” (U.S. Department of Edu-

n.d.). From the perspective of equal access, the only

cation, Every Student Succeed Act, para. 1). With this two groups considered were the wealthy Whites and the
new version, a reauthorization of the 449 pages long, poor Whites.
the Elementary and Secondary Education (ESEA) Act
of 1965, aiming to better fulfill the U.S. Department

During the American Industrial Revolution

of Education’s official mission: “to promote student (1820-1870), regardless whether it was a latent goal to
achievement and preparation for global competitive-

use free public education to provide industries with a

ness by fostering educational excellence and ensuring disciplined and obedient White work force (Race Forequal access” (Mission section, para. 1), America is ward, 2006), state public educational policies were
continuing a history of defining and redefining the issue being created with severe manifest disparities for nonof equal access and quality.

White groups. As Massachusetts opened its first public
high school in 1820 and in 1827 passed a law offer-

Historical Analysis

ing all students free education in all grades of public

In the modern context of the Declaration of the school (Race Forward, 2006), southern states were
Rights of the Child, where Principle 7 states that chil-

drafting laws to legally prohibit teaching to slaves

dren are entitled to receive free and compulsory school-

(Goldin, 1999). In 1851, Massachusetts passed its first
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compulsory education law to ensure the civilization of with White Republicans to rewrite state laws to guaranimmigrants to prevent social upheaval (Race Forward, tee free public education even though in practice White
2006). This law did not apply to non-Whites. In 1850, children benefited much more than did Black children
while the school enrollment rate for White children be-

(Race Forward, 2006). The legal educational segrega-

tween the ages of 5 and 19 was almost 60%, that for tion foundation laid during this period was cemented in
non-White children of the same ages was close to zero 1896 when the Supreme Court ruled in Plessy v. Fergu(Goldin, 1999).

son that separate but equal public spaces for Blacks and
Whites were constitutional (McBride, 2006). During

Free public education also has a history of be-

this period, the same “separate but equal” doctrine was

ing used to assimilate immigrants and non-White citi-

persistently upheld by the state in legal battles between

zens to the Anglo-Saxon American identity. As early as

California and tax-paying Chinese immigrants who,

1864, Congress made it illegal for Native Americans to

prior to segregated public schools, were forced to send

be taught in their native languages (Rethinking Schools, their children to private Chinese Language Schools or
2003). The large influx of European immigrants and missionary schools (Kuo, 1998).
their children from the late 19th to the early 20th century was met with a neglectful public education sys-

Remedies and Their Effectiveness –

tem whose primary goal was assimilation, where older Past and Present
immigrant children were submersed in English-only

The U.S. Supreme Court provided the Ameri-

first grade regardless of age or placed in steamer class-

can public education system with an important tool to

es that segregated immigrants from native students (de remedy the problem of unequal access when it ruled in
Jong, 2011). When the war with Mexico ended in 1848 Brown v. Board of Education in 1954 that segregated
with the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo, Mexicans in the schools were inherently unequal and therefore violated
ceded territory were to become American citizens as the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendquickly as constitutionally possible so that they could ment (McBride, 2006). In this decision, Chief Justice
enjoy all of the rights of citizenship (O’Rourke, 1998). Earl Warren defined public education in the 20th cenIn reality, schools for Mexicans in the Southwest were tury as something so essential in a citizen’s life that desegregated with fewer resources and qualified teachers prived of a good education, a child would be unlikely to
based on the ideology that Mexicans were inferior and succeed (McBride, 2006). The reversal of educational
disruptive to Anglo students (de Jong, 2011).

discriminations, however, was not a quick nor smooth
process. In 1955, the Supreme Court issued the Brown

The American Civil War brought a legal end to II ruling that ordered states to integrate their public
slavery in 1865 and was followed by a brief Reconstruc-

schools “with all deliberate speed” (emphasis in orig-

tion Period during which African Americans worked

inal, Linder, 2011, para. 28). Taking advantage of this
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language, states resistant to integration deliberately

would receive only $7,200 in public funding, knowing

delayed the process even with direct orders from feder-

well that wealthier districts were charging more than

al courts on appeals. Elementary and secondary school this amount to accept transfers.
desegregation enforcement was met with so much violent resistance in the South that federal law enforcement

Parallel to solutions to ensure equal access, the

had to be deployed in Arkansas, Tennessee, Alabama, federal government also issued laws to ensure quality
and Louisiana in the decade following Brown v. Board education. In 1965, President Lyndon Johnson created
of Education (Teaching Tolerance, 2004). Twenty years the Head Start Program to promote school readiness for
later, progress was further complicated by the Supreme low-income children by offering programs and services
Court decision in Milliken v. Bradley, where it ruled that foster their physical, social, emotional, and cogthat desegregation ordered in Brown v. Board of Educa-

nitive development for kindergarten (Hudson, 2015).

tion did not require any particular racial balance with-

Also on his War on Poverty agenda was the 1965 El-

in schools or between school districts (Meinke, 2011). ementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) that
This decision led to the growing segregation that still was to fund elementary and secondary education emexists today between inner-city schools with high per-

phasizing equal access, high standards, and account-

centages of low-income Black and minority students ability (Social Welfare History Project, 2016). This
and suburban schools with a majority of wealthy White cornerstone law has been amended and reauthorized
students. The Normandy School District of St. Louis, many times since its inception to address the educaMissouri is the latest illustration of how state laws are tional needs of refugees (Title II), students with disabilused to stymie federal mandates of equal access to el-

ities (Title VI), gifted students (Title VIII), and Native

ementary and secondary education. In 2013, although Americans (Title V). The Title I provision of the ESEA,
the Missouri Supreme Court upheld a transfer law

however, has received the most attention of lawmak-

passed in 1993 that allowed students from failing, un-

ers because it accounts for a large portion of funding

accredited public schools to transfer to higher perform-

authorized (Social Welfare History Project, 2016). In

ing districts, several deliberate legislative maneuvers 1994, there was a major revision to the ESEA in the
were implemented to undo this ruling (Gibbons, 2016). form of the Improving American’s Schools Act (IASA)
Officials at the Missouri Department of Elementary and that added math and language arts standards to assess
Secondary Education (DESE) renamed the school dis-

student achievement, lowered the poverty threshold for

trict “the Normandy Schools Collaborative” and with school wide program implementation, and increased lothat name change claimed the “new” district was now cal control so that federal requirements interfering with
non-accredited instead of unaccredited (emphasis in school improvements could be waived (Social Welfare
original, Gibbons, 2016, para. 5). Furthermore, state History Project, 2016).
officials decided that public school transfer students
Bridgewater State University
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School improvement, however, was not easy to environments and resources, and personal and family
measure because there were no national standards or

characteristics (Lagana-Riordan & Aguilar, 2009), the

examinations. By the end of the 20th century, com-

American elementary and secondary public school sys-

pared to the rest of the developed world, U.S. schools

tem will remain with disparities.

seemed to be lagging in quality for the bottom half of
the students (Goldin, 1999). The No Child Left Behind Conclusion
(NCLB) Act of 2002 reauthorized ESEA to address

On the national political stage, President Trump

these academic achievement disparities in the elemen-

is proposing a plan that slashes more than 13% of the

tary and secondary public education system by requir-

Department of Education’s budget while diverting fed-

ing states to develop teaching standards, assess to see eral funding away from public education and into priif students are meeting those standards, and implement vate school choice vouchers and charter schools (Litinstitutional accountability mechanisms to ensure all vinov, 2017). Ironically, the Republican opposition to
students achieve those standards (Lagana-Riordan & President Obama resulted in the ESEA reauthorization
Aguilar, 2009). Yearly standardized tests were now of 2015, reducing federal overreach in education and
mandated, failures punished, and cookie-cutter inter-

shifting control of education programs away from the

ventions prescribed (Social Welfare History Project, secretary of education to the states (Campbell, 2017).
2016), encouraging states to lower standards, hold back In the 2016 election, Massachusetts and Georgia voters
or push out minority students who may lower school

rejected the expansion of charter schools, while Cal-

test scores, or cheat to meet expectations (Bidwell, ifornia voters expanded access to bilingual education
2015; Lagana-Riordan & Aguilar, 2009).

(Brown, 2016). Thus, while the American public school
system will face tremendous financial stress that may

When the ESEA was reauthorized in 2015 un-

compound preexisting educational disparities, state and

der its current name, the Every Student Succeeds Act local policymakers as well as stakeholders in public ed(ESSA), its failure was immediately prophesized, cit-

ucation can still advocate for equitable reforms without

ing problems in implementation and the regulatory further marginalizing vulnerable populations.
processes that would dwarf its intentions (Nehring,
2016). Nehring echoed the concerning effects of what References
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Living Lawn
Ornaments:
Middle Class
Status Anxiety in
George Saunders’s
“The Semplica Girl
Diaries”

always my subject when writing at my highest level.
Not by intention, but maybe by disposition” (257). I
feel this is indeed true, and perhaps most pressing in
the story “The Semplica Girl Diaries,” originally published in The New Yorker in 2012. While the story is
collected in 2013’s Tenth of December, I am intrigued
by the historical moment of the story’s initial release—
namely the wake of the 2007-2008 U.S. financial crisis. In an interview with Jacki Lyden of NPR, Saunders
states that the story took 12 years to write after initially
having the premise come to him in a dream (“George
Saunders on Absurdism”). I propose that the 12-year
writing process inadvertently situated Saunders’s work
in a specific moment that brought his story both gravity

JOSEPH M. GORMAN

G

and urgency.
In a 2006 piece titled “The Middle Class Falls

eorge Saunders’s unique brand of satirical, Back,” economist Christian Weller concludes his exspeculative fiction has classically starred the amination of “stagnant incomes” and cost of living
fringe losers of society. His stories are popu-

with the notion that “the middle class is increasingly

lated with the downtrodden and disenfranchised, those anxious about its economic future, despite a growing
who are chronically out of place or dismissed by the economy” (37). The tragic irony of his conclusion lies
world. Like many writers in the satirical tradition of in the ensuing financial crisis of 2008. During the years
Swift or Vonnegut, Saunders has a particular eye for following the economic recession caused by the colexamining the social issues that plague humanity by lapse of the housing market and unchecked corporate
using the absurd and fantastic to open avenues of con- greed, the middle class of America found itself suffertemplation and criticism. One of the main issues dealt ing even greater anxieties than Weller had suggested
with in many of his stories is classism and the conse- two years earlier. Increasing financial difficulties were
quences of living in a divided world. In a supplemental

marked by “the ever more distinct sorting of Americans

interview found in his most recent collection of stories into winners and losers, and the slow hollowing-out of
titled Tenth of December, writer David Sedaris com- the middle class” (Peck). The wealth gap between the
ments that “A lot of this book has to do with class in elite of America and the middle and lower class remainAmerica,” to which Saunders replies “I think it was der of America increased to a point where, as The
Bridgewater State University
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Atlantic deputy editor Don Peck writes, “class mobility rior” upper class.
will likely decrease in the future, and class divides may
eventually grow beyond our ability to bridge them.”

“The Semplica Girl Diaries” chronicles the

From the wreckage and despair of a recovering Ameri-

seemingly typical life of a nameless lower middle

can economy emerged the “Occupy Wall Street” move-

class husband and father of three. Throughout the sto-

ment that saw protesters rallying against the wealthy ry, the narrator reveals his status anxiety and his deelite of America. It is in the smoldering aftermath of sire to ascend to the upper class. After winning a rel“quite possibly the worst economic recession since the atively substantial sum of money, the narrator opts to
Great Depression” (Ellis 13) that Saunders’s story finds

erect a “Semplica Girls” display in his yard in order to

an unfortunately appropriate and frighteningly perti-

please the wishes of his eldest daughter and validate his

nent context.

own sense of self-worth. The lavish and unsettling display is composed of women from poor countries who

Through “The Semplica Girl Diaries,” Saun-

have sold themselves into the service of being strung

ders examines the American middle class’s anxieties together through their heads using “microlines” and
about social mobility and status. His story spotlights an raised into the air as a living decoration and signifier of
all too vast—and all too real—social group that lives in wealth. When the narrator’s life seems to be in a promfear of falling victim to an ever widening wealth gap. ising upswing, his youngest daughter sets the women
I argue that Saunders’s story not only exposes class

of the display free. He is then left to deal with pending

obsession in America, but also moves readers to con-

legal fallout and a descent back into lower middle class

sider their own biases and prejudices through carefully malaise and melancholy.
constructed narrative empathy and satiric elements. In
crafting a piece told through the diary of a struggling

The story is punctuated by the narrator’s grow-

father, Saunders lulls readers into an empathetic con-

ing social anxieties about the well-being of his family.

nection with the narrator and subsequently leads them It is in these revelatory moments that Saunders exposto question the ethics of the narrator’s quest for social es the seemingly overpowering and detrimental effects
status. The creation of a relatable narrator proves prob-

of America’s obsession with social status. Early in the

lematic when judging his choices in light of the fact that story, the narrator writes “When will I have sufficient
society has impressed upon him a standard of life he is leisure/wealth to sit on hay bale watching moon rise,
not capable of achieving. Given the time period of pub-

while in luxurious mansion family sleeps? At that time,

lication and the readership of The New Yorker, I suggest

will have chance to reflect deeply on meaning of life

that Saunders’s story acts dually as an examination of etc., etc.” (Saunders 112). The narrator openly admits
America’s struggling families and as a reflective lens that he longs for wealth, and that in fact, this wealth
for those who consider themselves a part of the “supe50 The Graduate Review 2017

will afford him the ability to live a more fulfilling life.
Bridgewater State University

In essence, the narrator equates wealth with the capac-

the moral degradation of class inequalities in modern

ity to be a better, more reflective person. He wishes to society” (261). While Saunders’s narrator doesn’t enrelieve himself of the daily stresses that draw his atten-

tirely distance himself from class identity as Irwin may

tion away from “deep” reflection. This luxury, at least suggest, he does situate himself in a seemingly “safe”
in the narrator’s mind, is reserved for those in the elite class identity—one that is not so easily disregarded or
upper class who are not burdened by financial woes.

excluded by the social elite.

The irony of his desire to simply watch the moon—a
cost-free experience—only further illuminates his misguided perceptions of status and happiness.

The narrator’s entire perception of status is directly defined by those to whom he compares his own
life and wealth. In returning to Irwin’s study, she notes

When discussing his family, the narrator tries “people are aware they are situated in an unequal and
to define their status as middle class rather than “poor” hierarchical society. They are also very capable of proor “lower” class. This may be due in part to the idea

viding nuanced accounts of how their circumstances

that “The dominant images of poor people in the Unit-

compare with proximate others. Such comparisons may

ed States include negative beliefs about their character-

attenuate, or exacerbate, people’s feeling about their

istics, negative expectations about their behavior, and relative well-being” (271). This idea provides sociothe attribution that their poverty is caused by their own logical grounding for the narrator’s observations and
failings” (Lott 102). After attending a birthday party commentary about his own dissatisfaction with life.
thrown at the impressive home of an affluent family, The previously noted “Very depressing birthday party
the narrator drunkenly writes “Do not really like rich at home of [daughter’s] friend Leslie Torrini” (Saunpeople, as they make us poor people feel dopey and ders 113) is rife with the “[comparison] with proximate
inadequate. Not that we are poor. I would say we are

others” that Irwin claims drives social location and per-

middle. We are very very lucky. I know that. But still,

ception of “well-being.” The narrator labels the party

it is not right that rich people make us middle people

as “very depressing” because of his own growing sense

feel dopey and inadequate” (Saunders 118). With an air of failure when touring the excessively opulent home.
of uncertainty noted by his use of qualifying phrases He notes the “Thirty acres, six outbuildings...one for
such as “I would say,” the narrator distances himself Porsches... [a] trout-stocked stream, red Oriental bridge
from the idea of “us poor people” by redefining his flown in from China..Picasso Autograph, Disney Autofamily as “middle.” In a 2014 sociological study of so-

graph, dress Greta Garbo once wore” (Saunders 113)

cial perception and social location, Sarah Irwin notes with both awe and wistful defeat. After offering an
that “Some have argued that people actively distance adoring first mention of an “SG arrangement” (Saunthemselves from classed identities, finding in ‘class’ a ders 114), the narrator finds himself and his children
set of negative associations which themselves speak of atop a star gazing platform connected to the Torrini
Bridgewater State University
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house. He remarks “our kids sat watching stars fasci-

tutional discrimination [which] punishes members of

nated, as if no stars in our neighborhood. What, I said, low-status groups by erecting barriers to full societal
no stars in our neighborhood? No response. From any-

participation” (104). Through the narrator, Saunders

one. Actually, stars there did seem brighter” (Saunders highlights the American middle class’s obsession with
117). To the narrator, life seems “brighter” when living “keeping up with the Joneses.” If such a lifestyle proves
the Torrini’s privileged lifestyle. His comparison to the

problematic, then appearing to keep up with the social

upper class deflates his sense of self-worth, leaving him elite must suffice—as in the case of the story. The narto wallow in the social anxiety that drives his future

rator’s motivation may be benevolent enough: the de-

choice to spend money on the ultimate symbol of upper sire to keep your family afloat in troubled times and to
class status--a set of Semplica Girls.

protect your children from being “scarred” by the realization of financial trouble is noble, if not sympathetic.

In a further moment of despondency, the nar-

However, his preoccupation with his absurdly wealthy

rator writes about walking through a presumably up-

friends exposes the way in which American society has

per class housing estate called Woodcliffe where “ev-

become increasingly divided and defined by the wealth

erything lavish” and there are “men my age reading gap.
in big chairs under orange affluent lights...beautiful
flowerbeds...speedboats on lawns in moonlight” and,

It is only when the narrator installs a set of

of course, “fifteen...SGs hanging silently, white smocks

Semplica Girls and redesigns his yard that he admits

in moonlight. Breathtaking” (Saunders 120-121). The “Having so often seen similar configurations in yards
narrator asks himself

“What are we doing wrong of others more affluent, makes own yard seem suddenly

here?” (120), as if to suggest when compared to the res-

affluent, you feel different about self, as if at last you

idents of Woodcliffe, his life is one of worthlessness are in step with peers and time in which living” (Saunand failure. The narrator closes his diary entry with ders 133). The narrator goes so far as to write “Note to
“Lord, give us more. Give us enough. Help us not fall future generations: Happiness possible. And when hapbehind peers. Help us not, that is, fall further behind py, so much better than opposite, i.e., sad...I knew, but
peers. For kids‘sake. Do not want them scarred by how

forgot. Got used to being slightly sad! Slightly sad, due

far behind we are” (121-122). The scenes of the birth-

to stress, due to worry vis-a-vis limitations” (Saunders

day party and the walk through Woodcliffe serve as the 131). His anxieties are relieved only when he feels that
most forthright foundation for Saunders’s examination others’ perceptions of his own economic status are on
of middle class status anxieties. The narrator desper-

par with the social elite. Saunders’s narrator knows that

ately fears “falling further” behind the elite, indicating “The gap between the excesses of the wealthy and the
his acceptance of financial failure and the possibility state of affairs for the middle class is causing Ameriof what psychologist Bernice Lott describes as “insti52 The Graduate Review 2017

cans to reconsider their chances for realizing the
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American Dream” (Ellis 15), and he will do what it disposing readers to altruism (213). Furthermore, in an
takes to bridge the gap and move towards that dream. analysis of a historical diary, Patricia Meyer Spacks
Ultimately, the family’s newfound status is sabotaged

writes “More even than novels, diaries-in-print invite

by their youngest daughter’s act of setting the SGs free. one to enter intimately into another life... diaries can
In a final diary entry, the narrator laments the loss and provide reassurance about the contours of shared hureflects back on a life of sacrifice for his family in writ-

manity” (“Private Life” 608). While Spacks applies

ing “And after all that, look where we are. Is Unfortu-

this notion to an actual diary, I feel it is also applicable

nate” (Saunders 166). For the narrator and the class of to Saunders’s fictive use of the diary format. In being
citizen he represents, a family, job, and house are not

privy to the narrator’s intimate thoughts, his social anx-

enough to warrant satisfaction in life. Happiness and ieties and diminished sense of self become more real
self-worth are now measured by the class tier you in-

and relevant to the reader, thus creating an empathetic

habit. This proves to be a truth with grave consequenc-

connection.

es, as the anxieties that the narrator--and the middle
class--feels give way to questionable measures of attaining the coveted status.

In the narrator’s opening diary entry, he writes
“So goodnight future generations. Please know I was a
person like you, I too breathed air and tensed legs while

While the plot of the narrator wishing to breach trying to sleep and, when writing with pencil, someupper class status for validation of his life exposes times brought pencil to nose to smell” (110), indicatAmerican Middle class anxieties, I believe Saunders’s

ing that he is no different from those who will some-

story also works on a secondary level—a level aimed

day “read” his diary. Saunders’s efforts to establish the

directly at exposing readers’ perceptions of superiori-

narrator as a likable character, and more importantly, a

ty and social status. In writing the story as an episto-

relatable character, continue throughout the story. The

lary narrative, Saunders confines reader perspective to narrator is a man who feels he must “do better” (Saunthe experiences of his nameless narrator. As a result, ders 112) for his family. He is a man whose credit card
readers empathize with the plight of the working class gets declined at dinner and whose debt forces him to
father and are subsequently faced with a complicated worry that his daughter(s) are “destined to be, not prinjudgment not only of the narrator, but of the American cess, but poor girl. Poorish girl” (Saunders 128). When
middle class whom he represents. The narrative choice he finally achieves upper class status—or at least the
proves effective as Suzanne Keen notes that the “use

appearance of status—readers cannot help but share his

of first person narration and the interior representation relief and elation. The narrator’s sense of accomplishof characters‘ consciousness and emotional states... ment, optimism, and self- worth are abundantly appar[contribute] to empathetic experiences, opening read-

ent through the shift in tone in the diary entries. How-

ers’ minds to others, changing attitudes, and even pre-

ever, it is here that Saunders’s use of satirical

Bridgewater State University
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elements—the SGs themselves—challenge the empath-

we see ever more sharply our own involvement in

ic connection between the narrator and readers.

tangles which it is our responsibility to unravel. In
the most powerful satire, too, uneasiness plays con-

While the narrator’s choice to install SGs cer-

stantly against complacency: we identify the vic-

tainly raises many ethical questions that warrant further

tims as others and feel our superiority, only to find

analysis, I am specifically concerned with the readers’

ourselves trapped a moment later, impaled by the

reaction to the idea of literally suspending humans in

scorn we have comfortably leveled against the rest

air to signify wealth. This satirical element is not ini-

of the world. (“Uneasiness”144)

tially described in full detail. In fact, it is only hinted at
through the narrator’s passing admiration. The full rev-

This is exactly what Saunders accomplishes in

elation of the display creates, as Patricia Meyer Spacks

the story. There are levels of uneasiness layered into

explains in an essay on satire, “uneasiness” (“Uneasi-

the narrator’s obsession with class, his own feelings

ness” 144) in readers. For nearly half the story, Saun-

of worthlessness and helplessness, and ultimately, his

ders moves readers to empathize with a man whose en-

ethically objectionable purchase of the SGs. In other

tire life is distilled to a daunting pursuit of social status

words, “As our skepticism about the speaker’s values

dictated by society. The sudden introduction of absurdi-

increases, we must question our own values” (Spacks,

ty and horror by way of the SGs challenges the reader’s “Uneasiness” (146). Even as the narrator tries to raemotional connection with the narrator. Upon realizing tionalize the so called “opportunity” he is offering the
that the narrator is marveling at exploited women be-

women, readers must bear in mind that his motivation

ing hoisted up as a display of dehumanizing aesthetic for both his purchase and rationalization lie with his
pleasure, “the reader is left insecure, [and] unanchored” overwhelming fear of being labeled as “poor” by oth(Spacks, “Uneasiness” 144) from the previously empa-

ers. His sense of status anxiety leads him down an ob-

thetic character.

viously contemptible path. The readers’ sense of “superiority” comes from the fact that they are not facing the

I suggest it is here that readers are faced with dire circumstances described in the narrator’s diary. The
a dilemma of moral judgment: either condemn a man story closes with the narrator contemplating the SGs’
who disregards the dignity of other struggling humans escape in asking “What in the world was she seeking?
to assuage his own status anxiety, or pity a man who is

What could she want so much, that would make her

willing to disregard the dignity of others to assuage his pull such a desperate stunt?” (Saunders 167)—a quesown status anxiety. Spacks further observes that:

tion that readers should be asking themselves about the
narrator. As he comes to grips with the fact that he has

In the best satire [the writer] is likely to create level exploited—in vain—other suffering people, readers so
upon level of uneasiness; as our insight increases, too must come to grips with their own judgment of a
54 The Graduate Review 2017

Bridgewater State University

man who cannot see value beyond his own social sta-

ders’s story could affect readers. The state of the Amer-

tus. In passing judgment on the narrator, readers situate ican economy from 2008 to 2012 allowed the story to
themselves at the superior vantage of the social elite become more pressing and—to be frank—more real
that fuels the narrator’s obsession with the upper class.

than it might have been when he first conjured the idea
in the early 2000s. 		

Ultimately, Saunders is not demonizing or attacking the middle class through his story—he is cri-

The audience to first experience the story was

tiquing the desperate times and circumstances they most likely not the middle class whom the story’s narface. His careful examination of status anxiety paired rator represents, but rather the social elite whom the
with his use of narrative empathy and satire moves the

narrator so desperately longs to join. According to the

story from “just merely [being] a kind of propagandis-

United States Census Bureau, the 2012 median house-

tic preaching job” (“George Saunders on Absurdism”), hold income was $51,371. According to a 2012 study
to something more meaningful to the historic moment of magazine readership performed by the PEW research
of its publication. Suzanne Keen observes:

center, the average household income of readers of The
New Yorker in 2012 was $96,329 (Sasseen)—nearly

The timing and the context of the reading experi-

double the United States average. The first time the sto-

ence matters...some novels may only activate the ry appeared in print, the demographic it reached was the
empathy of their first, immediate audience...Read-

upper class of America. It first reached those who very

ers’ empathy for situations depicted in fiction may well may be amused or appalled by the narrator’s life
enhance by chance relevance to particular histor-

and choices—and justifiably so. After all, Saunders is a

ical, economic, cultural, or social circumstances, satiric writer who created a horrific version of the staeither in the moment of first publication or in lat-

tus symbol. However, these very readers are also those

er times, fortuitously anticipated or prophetically who are most in need of reflection upon the pressures
foreseen by the novelist. (214)

bearing down on their less fortunate fellow Americans.
Saunders’s story offers the chance to realize that the

In considering Keen’s theory, my argument narrator’s morally despicable exploitation of the SGs is
looks not at whatever creative process Saunders em-

analogous to the exploitation of the lower class by the

ploys, but at the events of the latter years of the story’s housing market. Both the fictional narrator and those
completion. As I noted earlier, Saunders claims that the real people who were most devastated by the financial
story took 12 years to complete. I feel that the 2008 crisis are not to be judged for their misguided attempts
financial crisis, marked at least in part by the displace-

at social ascension—they are to be treated with sympa-

ment of middle and lower class Americans from their thy and compassion.
homes, provided a poignant moment in which SaunBridgewater State University

In the previously mentioned interview with
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David Sedaris, Saunders goes on to state “In the midst

America’s social classes is vital to our understanding

of crisis is where we get the true measure of a charac-

of how to cope with disaster. The 2008 financial crisis

ter, and thus some new feeling about human tendency”

will almost certainly continue to be studied and written

(258). While Saunders speaks of fiction in describing about in the years of recovery our country still faces,
the “measure of character,” his words hold true for the but it is Saunders’s voice that reminds us of the humanconsumers of his work. The crisis facing the narrator ity at stake in moving forward.
may be the crisis facing the middle class of America,
but the consequences and entanglements of class anx-
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Assimilation and
the Impossibility
of Transculturation:
Reading Herland as
a Captivity
Narrative
RACHEL-BETH GAGNON

A

after the U.S.-Mexican War. As Andrea Tinnemeyer
argues, “the captivity narrative becomes, like the slave
narrative for the Civil War and black-white relations,
the vehicle for articulating and interpreting racial conflict in the aftermath of the U.S.-Mexican War” (xvi).
The genre’s ability to explore racial and cultural
relations through interactions between captors and captives may be read in an even more interesting light in
the wake of late nineteenth-century feminism, especially that of Charlotte Perkins Gilman. According to Asha
Nadkarni, Gilman was influenced by the evolutionary
theories of Charles Darwin, which led her to argue that
the course of women’s evolution had been interrupt-

lthough the captivity narrative has its roots ed by social institutions that allowed men, rather than
in nonfiction accounts of early, often female, women, to select their sexual partner1. Gilman reasoned

settlers being captured by American Indians, that, as a result of this interruption in the normal course
the genre’s persistence and malleability allow it to in- of evolution, females should be viewed as racially diffluence more modern texts. The genre has changed con- ferent than males and concluded that “all heterosexual
siderably from its early uses in order to accommodate unions are equivalent to race mixing,” since the two
the changing political and social landscapes. According members are at different “stages of development” in
to Kathryn Zabelle, Derounian-Stodola, and James Ar-

terms of their species (41).

thur Levernier, although captivity narratives from the
Puritan period of American history were initially used

Although it is not known whether or not Gilman

to express religious morals, “captivity narratives be-

was conscious of the genre of the captivity narrative

came instead a means for spreading propaganda against when she wrote Herland, the novel’s numerous simithose nations and powers that blocked Anglo-Ameri- larities to other captivity narratives make it worthwhile
can westerly settlement” (23). By characterizing their to consider some of the implications of the genre. The
American Indian captors as “savages,” Anglo-Amer- first-person ethnographic account through which the
icans could justify land seizure and expansion as the story is narrated reflects the style of many of the earlier
spreading of civilization, but they also used the genre captivity narratives, in which captured colonists gave
against the French and the English (23). As western detailed accounts of the cultures of their Native Amerexpansion continued, the genre experienced a revival ican captors. More importantly, the plot of the novel
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focuses on the transculturation of the men. Transcultur-

Despite the critical attention given to Gilman’s

ation is the process by which captives adopt or become novel Herland (1915) as a work of feminist or utopian
sympathetic to the culture of their captors. The process fiction, there has been no attention given to its position
can also work in the reverse where the captors adapt

as a captivity narrative. These two genres do not need

certain aspects of their captives’ cultures into their own; to be viewed as incompatible, and interpreting the novhowever, this form of transculturation is less common. el as a captivity narrative that examines the encounter
Transculturation is also distinct from assimilation as

between a representation of real late-nineteenth/early

it occurs naturally from captives being exposed to the twentieth-century society and an idealized utopia raisculture of their captors and choosing it over their own es important questions about the prescriptive nature of
rather than from the captors forcing captives to adopt it. Gilman’s utopia and the actual possibilities it represents
The specific implications and effects of transculturation for reality. The issues of savagery and civilization that
vs. assimilation within Herland will be explored later have been explored in the captivity genre since its earin this essay, but like many captivity narratives, Gilman liest development in the Indian captivity narratives are
uses this process as a means of showing the flaws in her crucial to understanding Gilman’s characterization of
own society by having some of her male characters be-

the men’s and women’s societies. Not only are these

come transculturated into a society that has no concep-

issues explicitly explored in Gilman’s novel, as the men

tion of gender, allowing her to promote her scientific must redefine the civilized nature of their own society
ideas about gender. Not only does the captivity nar-

in contrast with that of the Herlanders, but the biologi-

rative offer early twentieth-century writers a space for cal and sociological concerns of the novel also map the
exploring gender relations as a scientific inquiry, it also ideas of savagery and civilization onto ideas of society
allows for an examination of literal racial crossings as as natural or as constructed. The ideal of a common huthe world of the nineteenth century became increasing-

manity that the narrator, Van, discusses and the Her-

ly globalized and led to anxieties about national identity landers desire is ultimately the vision of a transculturin the wake of increased border breakdowns and cross-

ated world. However, as the civilized utopia becomes

ings. Since Herland is depicted as a near perfect society increasingly aligned with ideas of construction rather
without famine, inequality, crime, war, or poverty, it is

than nature, the possibility of transculturation becomes

useful to consider the novel as utopian fiction as well. replaced by assimilation, and even the humanity of the
This genre was the popular form during Gilman’s time

Herlanders becomes questionable, as their society de-

for envisioning the result of a new identity formed from fines them rather than being a result of their individuglobalization (Peyser 4-5). Gilman utilizes both genres al creation. While Gilman may be using the captivity
in order to create a perfect society in terms of race and narrative consciously as a vehicle to explore the difgender that could contrast with her own society and

ferences between the two cultures and assert that the

culture through the captor-captive relationship.

Herlanders’ society is preferable to her own, the themes
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of border-crossing and transculturation that the genre concerned with the process by which utopia is obtained
emphasizes ultimately undermine the practicality of her and how the bridging of cultures can only occur in that
utopian project.

world through assimilation and through a process of
colonization that creates an identity crisis for both the

Although critics have not been reading this Herlanders and their male captives.
novel as a captivity narrative, their focus on Gilman’s
feminism, use of eugenics, and utopian vision are still

In reading the novel as a captivity narrative,

valuable in understanding the novel as a whole. In fact, readers are immediately confronted with the possibilit would not make sense to interpret the novel out-

ity of transculturation through Van’s narration. As with

side of its feminist concerns, especially when taking many captivity narratives, Van’s account is not a journal
into consideration Gilman’s clear, public sentiments that describes events in real time, but instead he writes
on issues such as birth control (Craig 23). In addition about his capture, imprisonment, and time among the
to her feminist concerns, many critics have examined Herlanders years afterwards. The authenticity of his
Gilman’s use of eugenics in her novel, which in many account is questioned in the very opening of the stoways cannot be separated from her feminism, given ry: “This is written from memory, unfortunately. If I
the prevalence of the free love movement in the mid

could have brought with me the material I so carefully

to late nineteenth century. Although Gilman was not prepared, this would be a very different story” (3). Not
an advocate of that movement (Craig 22-23), the free only does this statement indicate a sense of fabrication,
love feminists’ interest in Darwinism eventually led to as Van has to recreate his initial reactions to the Herits end by 1907, as its advocates’ increasing interest in landers and their society, but his use of the term “stoeugenics eventually dominated the whole movement ry,” as opposed to “account” or “narrative,” suggests a
(Hayden 10-11). These lines of analysis have led many fictitious element that contrasts his normally scientific
critics to see the novel as Gilman’s prescription for her or sociological approaches. This early admission sugsociety, her utopian vision of how her world should be.

gests that Van is conscious of the potential falsehoods

However, although it is certainly worth acknowledging in telling his story from memory and by extension, his
how Gilman uses her novel to advocate for her feminist inability to give a completely accurate representation of
and racial visions and the influence of her time in terms Herland.
of politics, science, and sociology, the captivity plot
of the novel offers a new way of understanding these

Furthermore, his position as an at least partially

concerns within a framework designed specifically for transculturated captive at the end of the novel through
social and cultural comparison. While I agree that Gil-

his marriage to a Herlander named Ellador complicates

man’s novel has very clear recommendations for soci-

his admission by introducing the possibility of biases

ety, my interest in reading it as a captivity narrative is

in his narration. In addition to the captivity narrative’s
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use as a propaganda tool to justify colonization, the ac-

as less developed than Van’s own culture. Van’s think-

counts of transculturated captives, which Derounian-St-

ing here is in line with that of Gilman who, according

odola and Levernier argue usually depicted the culture to Nadkarni, saw both humanity and cultural evolution
of captors as favorable, should be noted for “their bi-

as having different degrees of development:

ases” as these captives “filtered the experience of captivity through their own cultural perspective” (85). The

Linking biology and culture into a scientific theo-

fact that these captives also faced “editorial and public

ry of change, social evolutionary theory provided

resistance” (74) gives Van incentive as the narrator to

reformers with a blueprint for progress. This blue-

cast doubt on his account, since he is assumed to be

print was furthermore connected to a discourse of

writing outside of Herland due to his inability to access

civilization that advised making the world over in

his written materials and has to face the judgment of

white reformers’ own image, understanding civili-

his own society. Given that his society traces its ori-

zation as “a precise stage in human evolution—the

gins to the original captivity narratives and used them

one following the more primitive stages of ‘savage-

as propaganda, his account that reverses the traditional,

ry’ and ‘barbarism’” (36)

comfortable position of Anglo-American society in the
savage-civilized binary would be poorly received. Not

By understanding the cultural context that

only does reading the novel as a captivity narrative re-

formed Gilman’s beliefs on evolution, which would

veal Van’s possibly unconscious biases and motives as necessarily place the “savages” Van, Jeff, and Terry ena narrator, the history of genre as one based on propa-

counter on the expedition as both inhabiting a culture

ganda forces an awareness of what Van omits from his

less developed than their own and occupying a lower

narrative in order to preserve either his native culture or position of an evolutionary ladder of racial developthe culture into which he is later accepted.

ment, any possibility of captivity or transculturation
from these natives is deferred. As if to confirm the sto-

The question of Van’s repressions or omissions ry’s rejection of the traditional captivity narrative, Van
complicates the savage-civilized binary that remains a immediately follows his description of the first expediprominent focus throughout the novel. The novel be-

tion with, “But this story is not about that expedition.

gins with the potential to follow the traditional captivity That was only the merest starter for ours” (4). This
format as it opens with an expedition to an “enormous expedition as the potential beginning of a traditional
hinterland of a great river, up where the maps had to captivity narrative with the possibility of the capture
be made, savage dialects studied, and all manner of

of Anglo-Americans on an imperial journey, the map-

strange flora and fauna expected” (4). The immediate ping of foreign lands, by the “savage” natives is only
identification of the native cultures as having “savage considered “the merest starter” for the true story. In this
dialects” and being worthy of study distinguishes them moment, Van not only suggests that his story will break
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from the expectations of the genre, but that it will use it

be an act of violence to liberate the land from the na-

as a mere starter, implying the need for a new captivity tives. The potential for violent encounters with natives
narrative that fulfills the scientific and cultural needs of also plays out in Herland. Terry’s jest at Van’s suggesearly twentieth-century America. Van’s narration also tion that they might never come back, “’Fraid the ladies
serves to highlight issues of defining humanity beyond will eat you?” (8), is indicative of the common trope in
that of the civilized/savage binary, but in order to fully

the captivity genre of natives being savage cannibals

discuss those concerns, it is necessary to first explore that begins as early as Columbus and evokes the notion
the role of colonization and the utopian project in Her-

of colonization as necessary for the salvation of the na-

land.

tives. One of the most influential captivity narratives by
Mary Rowlandson capitalizes on this idea of natives as
With the issue of the real “savages” deferred, cannibalistic: Rowlandson asks American Indian about

the novel can then explore issues of civilization beyond the fate of her son who had been captured by a different
its binary opposition with either savagery or primitiv-

group, and he answers is that “his master roasted him;

ism. As a result, the early colonial fantasies of the men and that himself did eat a piece of him, as big as his
quickly become frustrated. These colonial fantasies also two fingers” (29). While Rowlandson later learns that
appear in the early propaganda narratives, which “pro-

his answer is a lie, this moment in her narrative high-

vided an excellent medium for advertising the potential lights the fact that the man she questions is aware of the
of the frontier territories for private and commercial savage mythology given to natives by their colonizers
development and the need to remove and protect those and how it is used as a justification for the seizure of
lands from the Indians” (23). The essential fantasy is American Indian lands.
one where the land desires conquest in order to be preserved and properly used, which is closely related to

In addition to Terry’s evoking of the cannibal

notions of colonialism as beneficial or in the best inter-

myth, the fact that Van describes his vision of Herland

est of the conquered. The colonial fantasy also plays out as a matriarchal society in which “primeval customs
in some other works from Gilman’s time. In his 1923 have survived” (9) further enforces the idea of social
poem, “The Gift Outright,” Robert Frost romanticizes evolution and inferiority of the Herland natives to the
colonization in the line, “The land was ours before we men, and Terry’s belief that he will become “king of
were the land’s” (1) and in the idea that the act of con-

Ladyland” (12) stresses his colonial fantasy as he sees

quest or the colonists “giving” themselves to the land himself undoing their savage matriarchal society and
was one of “salvation in surrender” (11) despite also replacing it with the patriarchal kingship of his own
being “many deeds of war” (13). There is a suggestion

civilized culture. However, these fantasies of the early

in Frost’s poem that to fulfill the colonial fantasy and captivity narrative are quickly dispelled when the men
save both oneself as conqueror and the land, there must
Bridgewater State University
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(14) and encounter natives who were “civilized and complete reversal of the typical savage-civilized binary
still arboreal” (19), the combination of which suggests present in the earlier captivity narratives. This reversal
a spectrum between savagery and civility rather than a is further emphasized by the women’s decision to place
binary. This spectrum then pushes the concerns of the Terry’s “jewels and trinkets” in one of their museums,
novel closer toward Gilman’s own preoccupation with

since they are more interested in their “workmanship”

evolutionary degrees of humanity, race, and society.

than “ownership” (90). The women not only reverse
the binary, but they reverse the process of colonization

The moment that perfectly captures these ideas in their use of the trinkets as “curiosities.” By placing
is when Terry attempts to catch one of the first three them into museums, they enforce a kind of control over
Herlanders the men encounter by offering her a neck-

the object and the way it is representative of its culture,

lace, which he terms “bait” (18). Not only does the which is akin to the way Smith’s narrative comes to
word “bait” imply that the women are more akin to an-

represent the story of Pocahontas; despite many prob-

imals that could be hunted using bait than the civilized lems with authenticity, his account dominates popular
men, but the description of the necklace as a “sparking culture and mythology, effectively colonizing her story.
thing” also implies a kind of simplicity that would allow them to be easily tricked by such shiny objects.

The Herlanders can also be seen as a colonial

This moment resonates with many of the early explor-

force in the way Jeff and Van undergo a calculated pro-

ers’ narratives, particularly John Smith’s 1624 account cess of transculturation that alienates them from their
of his captivity and rescue by Pocahontas. When he is own society. While transculturation is a common theme
first captured by American Indians, whom he calls sav-

in captivity narratives, as captives often adopted the

ages, he demands to see their leader and gives him a culture of their captors after an extended period of capcompass, which “they marvailed at” (15). He attributes tivity, the system by which the men are adopted into
this gift to his salvation when the “King” intervenes, Herland society is more artificial then traditional nar“holding up the Compass in his hand” and later treats ratives. In their discussion of transculturated captives,
Smith to a feast (15). Both Smith and Terry attempt Derounian-Stodola and Levernier mention the cases of
to use objects from their civilized cultures in order to Frances Slocum, Mary Jemison, Eunice Williams, and
amaze natives that they deem inferior to promote their James Smith, who were all adopted into American Inown goals, which in Smith’s case is his preservation,

dian societies in a literal sense as they established fa-

while Terry later remarks that if he had succeeded in milial connections during their captivities (73-75). In
“catching” the girl, who later becomes his wife Alima, Herland, the men cannot become family until they are
they would have more leverage in dealing with their already transculturated. In fact, they are told they are
own captivity (32). The fact that Van describes these not allowed to leave their confinement and walk freely
remarks as spoken “rather savagely” (32) suggests a amongst the women until they “learned the language
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– and would agree to do no harm” (46). However, in or completely reject it. Terry’s anger at the end of the
addition to learning the language, they are also required novel prevents him from any recognition that the Herto learn about the Herland culture and teach their own landers have positive aspects, Jeff becomes completeand, they are not even allowed to use scissors until they ly subsumed by their culture and refuses to leave, and,
are “sufficiently tamed and trained” (74). The need to although Van represents the only hope of fulfilling this
“train” the men in order to prevent their doing “harm” masculine fantasy, the novel closes before he returns
indicates an anxiety on the part of the Herlanders over home. While Van does return in the sequel, With Her in
possibly dangerous ideas men could bring from their so-

Ourland (1916), he fails to bring the progress he wit-

ciety. Instead of transculturation being a natural process nesses in the Herlander culture back to his own, since
in which ideas can be shared from both cultures, the

he and Ellador eventually decide to return to Herland.

Herlanders enact a process that is more akin to forced Unlike the men, however, the Herlanders are able to
cultural assimilation or brainwashing. Gilman could fulfill this colonial fantasy in their own history, as they
have witnessed a similar form of assimilation in her

act upon the feminine mythology of women captives

own time through the Indian boarding schools, which bringing small amounts of civilization into the wild
were designed to strip American Indians of their cultur-

(Derounian-Stodola and Levernier 45-46). Captive in

al identities and indoctrinate them into white American their own land after facing war and natural disasters,
society.2

the women reject a process of masculine colonization
when they kill off the uprising slaves3. Afterwards they

The conscious process of assimilation rather begin a feminine process of colonization as they take
than transculturation indicates another reversal in the control over the land and cultivate it to a state of civtraditional captivity narrative, as the women captors ilized perfection as nearly every tree in their forests
take on the role of colonizer rather than the male cap-

are food producing, space-wasting livestock have been

tives. This process of assimilation prevents the men eliminated, and many of the pests that attack their crops
from fulfilling the mythology associated with male cap-

have been systematically killed off. In using a process

tives that allows them to free themselves from the re-

of colonization in order to achieve her utopian civili-

stricting influences of society through their trials in the zation, Gilman seems to suggest that women may be
wilderness, while simultaneously bringing the knowl-

better suited for the process than men and that this per-

edge they received from their captors back to their own fection can be spread to other societies only through
society in order to further progress (Derounian-St-

calculated assimilation rather than force or violence.

odola and Levernier 42-44). Whereas transculturation
offers a means of cultural exchange for both parties,

However, this colonized utopia and the possi-

assimilation can only be accepted or rejected; captives bility of assimilating the men, and by extension their
can either trade their culture for that of their captors culture, raises questions about what kind of people fit
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into the utopian vision, especially considering the Her-

gendered, or evolutionarily advanced members in order

landers’ use of eugenics to maintain peace in their soci-

to maintain is hierarchal position in relation to other

ety. The two genres of utopian fiction and captivity nar-

societies, specifically that of early twentieth-century

ratives are already loaded with anxieties about cultural America. The problem for Gilman then becomes how
border-crossings. As Tinnemeyer argues, the nineteenth to rectify the need to maintain those standards of puricentury saw an increase in anxiety due to the breaking ty while acting on her colonial project of civilizing the
down of borders post U.S.-Mexican War, specifically world through the spreading of the feminist ideology
in, “the white nuclear family, threatened from within

the novel promotes.

by the zealous attempts to maintain racial and familial
purity and respectability, and from without by the em-

Gilman’s scientific influence and belief in dif-

pire-building of Manifest Destiny” (xviii). As a genre ferent racial levels of evolutionary development withconcerned with defining a national identity through in humanity ultimately leads to the failure of the Herone’s relationship to the other or outsider, the captivity landers to fully assume their role as colonizer, and by
narrative functions in Herland both to stress the wom-

extension their ability to spread their perfect culture.

en’s own colonial interests in expanding their influence As Thomas Peyser argues, Gilman’s anxieties over gloto the outside world and to introduce anxieties over

balization were motivated by the increasing prevalence

how the men struggle to maintain their own national of rhetoric that combined all women, regardless of race
identity in the wake of their captivity, much of which is under the term female (73). The result is that in Herestablished through Van’s narration. The concern with land, “Gilman fuses the questions of race and gender,
border-crossing present in utopian fiction introduces a taking the globalization of female identity as a sign of
fear of cultural and racial contamination: “Late-nine-

the women’s degradation—white women’s degrada-

teenth-century utopias may be seen as an attempt to tion, that is” (74). He concludes later that this anxiety
contain such a cosmopolitan threat to the integrity of over racial contamination is what leads to the isolation
any tradition of thought or action whatever. Culture of Herland from the outside, as he claims, “For Gilwas no longer a home, but rather a menu or a museum man, real cultural imperialists, those sustained by a sure
in which any number of possible lives or traditions of-

sense of their superiority and race, stay at home” (86).

fered themselves for view or adoption” (Peyser 20). The Peyser’s argument here suggests that the Herlanders
utopian anxiety in the wake of increased globalization adopt a policy of isolationism due to anxieties over rais a fear of absolute transculturation in which individ-

cial or cultural contamination that would threaten their

uals can seamlessly move from one culture to another, own perfection, but in their policy of isolation, they fail
threatening the very idea of national identity as based

to be an effective colonial force that could spread their

on a specific racial or cultural ideal. The combined re-

ideology. However, beyond these surface-level fears of

sult for Gilman’s utopia is that it requires certain racial, miscegenation lies a deeper anxiety about the definition
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of humanity and the tension between the natural pro-

In addition to emphasizing Van’s cultural assimilation

cess of evolution and artificial social constructs.

in his suppression of this kind of living death “cure” to
criminality and the colonial attributes of the Herlander

Returning to the issue of Van’s narration, it is society as one in which absolute assimilation is expectin moments of his unconscious slippage and omissions ed of all members of the society, their “cure” introduces
that these issues of humanity are most clear. As an as-

some violence into the nature of the otherwise perfect

similated captive, he consciously wants to portray the women. Although it is not necessarily violent in the
culture of the Herlanders as superior to or, in the very obvious sense, their treatment of criminals is ethically
least, equal with his own. Due to this motivation, there questionable and characterizes them as more human,
are moments when he omits details that would paint in the sense that they are more flawed, than earlier detheir culture as dangerous or insidious. One of the most scriptions of them as angels, bees, or ants.
obvious is in his suppression of a potential punishment
for criminals. When Van’s wife, Ellador, talks about

While the Herlanders maintain some aspects of

their lack of punishments, she claims, “We have pre-

their humanity, Van’s constant assertions that they are

ventative measures, and cures; sometimes we have to

human raise doubt as to the degree of their humanity

‘send the patient to bed,’ as it were; but that’s not a and how much their society controls their behavior. Van
punishment—it’s only part of the treatment” (112). The seems self-conscious of the Herlanders’ lack of humanfact that Van records Ellador’s use of the phrase “send ity, which leads to conspicuous language such as, “Here
the patient to bed,” which is assumed to be a colloquial you have human beings, unquestionably” (59). His very
phrase or euphemism common in her culture, but does need to assert that their humanity is “unquestionable”
not explain its meaning to his readers from his own so-

suggests that he feels the need to convince himself in

ciety suggests that he is suppressing it. The phrase res-

addition to convincing his readers. In contrast to these

onates at the end of the novel when, fearing Terry will assertions are the descriptions of the women as insects,
refuse to hide their existence from the outside world as Jeff compares the cooperative nature of their sociafter they have determined they are not yet ready to be-

ety to that of bees or ants (68). When Van later tries to

come part of the global community, the women claim describe the marriages of the three men and how they
“he must remain an absolute prisoner, always,” and attempted to come to terms with their wives’ lack of
his tutor, Moadine, urges “anesthesia” instead (143). passion and sexual desire beyond that of reproduction,
Despite the numerous times in his narrative that Van he gives two examples: “the lower one” as interactions
points out the Herlanders’ non-violence and rejection of between a male and female ant and “the higher one” as
killing, the novel ends on this ambiguous note where it an impassioned man trying to marry an “Angel” (122).
seems that Moadine is suggesting that Terry essentially

The comparison of “high” and “low” forms of life res-

be put in a coma to facilitate his absolute imprisonment. onates with Gilman’s own ideas about the spectrum of
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human evolution between savage and civilized, sug-

This higher level of humanity requires, howev-

gesting that the Herlanders are either below or above er, the removal of certain responsibilities in the tradithe men. While the ant metaphor can be aligned with a tional interplay between humans and culture. Society in
sense of savagery through its connection with nature, Herland becomes a force that creates its people rather
the angel metaphor is aligned with civilization as it ris-

than the reverse. Although Van claims that the women

es about what is natural in pursuit of perfection. It is are “Conscious Makers of People” through their use of
their society that is able to liberate the Herlanders from eugenics to weed out undesirable or criminal traits in
their base, natural state, but in the process, they lose their society by forbidding certain women from reprosome of their humanity.

ducing, it is really their social systems that create them.
The women have perfected their system of education

Despite the fact that Gilman was not a free love by only allowing those most fit to teach their children
feminist, that movement’s views on the tension be-

and distribute labor responsibilities based on the talent a

tween nature and society would have been prominent person has to critique or invent. The women thus allow
in the literature of Gilman’s time, and their ideas are their society to dictate their actions based on what is
useful in making sense of this tension in the novel. So-

best in terms of progress, and in turn their society yields

ciety has the potential to “pervert” the course of natu-

better systems of controlling their actions and mindsets

ral evolution through institutions like marriage, which in order to achieve that goal. The highest stage of social
prevented women from choosing their mates as they evolution or civilization for Gilman would then appear
would in nature (Hayden 61-34). Gilman herself assert-

to be one in which all human elements are removed.

ed this claim in terms of her theory of the Primal Rape, Just as early captivity narratives gave colonial forces a
in which the natural course of female dominated sex means of establishing their identities in relation to their
selection was prevented once primal man realized he perceived others, the Herlanders’ society undergoes a
could control the reproduction of the human species by kind of self-colonization in which it continuously subputting the female in a submissive role (Nadkarni 40- ordinates its own citizens and rationalizes that process
41). While it may seem then that society is detrimen-

by defining itself in terms of its uncivilized or under-

tal to human evolution, free love feminists also argued developed past, represented by stages in which it was
for the importance of human control over the course farther away from the ultimate goal of progress.
of evolution in order to achieve a more advanced level
of civilization through institutions like education (65),

Despite the captivity narrative’s ability to pro-

which the Herlanders claim is a major factor in their vide ground for cultural and social exchange through
own success. In order to obtain the “higher” form of the process of transculturation, Gilman’s evolutionary
evolution, the Herlanders allow their society to control theories and the utopian genre’s anxieties about misalmost every aspect of their behavior.
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women are unable to engage in the process of trans-

Derounian-Stodola, Kathryn Zabelle, and James Le-

culturation because of the self-colonizing aspects of vernier. The Indian Captivity Narrative, 1550-1900.
their society that force them to surrender the humanity New York: Twayne, 1993. Print.
of their culture. The places where they do retain their
human attributes most clearly reveal unethical or po-

Frost, Robert. “The Gift Outright.” The Poetry of

tentially violent means of maintaining order, which Robert Frost. ed Edward Connery Lathem. The Poetry
suggests that their only means of cultural transmission Foundation, https://www.poetryfoundation.org/pois through assimilation. If the men were to transmit as-

ems-and-poets/poems/detail/53013. Web.

pects of their culture, which is depicted as an evolutionarily lower status, closer on the spectrum to barbarism Gilman, Charlotte Perkins. The Yellow Wall-Paper,
or savagery than the Herlanders’ transculturation would Herland, and Selected Writings. London: Penguin
result in a lowering of their status and the corruption Classics, 2009. Print.
of their utopian vision. Ultimately, the degree to which
the novel can serve as a prescription for social reform is Hayden, Wendy. Evolutionary Rhetoric: Sex, Science,
limited; the Herlanders’ society fails to become a colo-

and Free Love in Nineteenth-century Feminism. Car-

nial force that can spread its ideology as it retreats into bondale: Southern Illinois UP, 2013. Print.
isolationism. As a result, it is unable to offer a pathway
for the modern, less evolved human to ever achieve the Nadkarni, Asha. “Perfecting Feminism: Charlotte Perevolutionary status of a Herlander beyond its project kins Gilman’s Eugenic Utopias.” Eugenic Feminism:
of assimilation, which only offers a way of superficial-

Reproductive Nationalism in the United States and

ly mimicking the utopian society. Even with its origins India. N.p.: U of Minnesota, 2014. Print.
as a source of propaganda, its increased anxieties over
the preservation of national identity that developed by Peyser, Thomas. Utopia & Cosmopolis: Globalization
Gilman’s time make the captivity narrative surprisingly in the Era of American Literary Realism. Durham:
unfit for promoting the feminist ideology of Herland.

Duke UP, 1998. Print.
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1 Gilman theorized that the origin of this problem was what she termed

“Primal Rape” in which early man saw that it would be easier to rape and
imprison the female rather than compete with other males for her choice.
As a result, females developed according to the desires of man rather than
natural biological imperative (Nadkarni 40).

2

Zitkala-Sa’s narrative is one of the most notable boarding school narratives, and it bears direct comparisons to Gilman’s novel. Although the
men are encouraged to “teach” the Herlanders their own language and
customs, like Zitkala-Sa, they must learn the language of their captors, assume their way of dress, and receive rigorous education about their ways
of life.

3 The slaves’ attempt to control the women by killing off the remaining

men and older women is depicted as the last in a series of “misfortunes”
that finally becomes “too much for those infuriated virgins,” prompting
them to rise up in “sheer desperation” to “slew their brutal conquerors”
(56). The fact that being conquered by the slaves, who would have been
seen as socially and, in the context of Darwinian thinking, biologically
inferior, is the most unbearable aspect of their tragedy, not only reinforces
the notion of a cultural and racial hierarchy, but it resists the traditional
captivity narrative. Instead of the group characterized as less civilized, the
slaves, capturing the dominant group or colonizer, the novel resists this
even as a possibility. The subsequent extermination of the slaves by the
white women is a colonization process that reasserts what Gilman would
see as the restoration of the natural order, since it not only restores what
she believed to be a natural racial hierarchy but a gendered hierarchy as
well. The lack of men reverses the Primal Rape that characterized women
as secondary to men and restores their identity as human.
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A Dangerous
Game: The
Dehumanization of
Children in
Massachusetts
Testing and Data
Discourse
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L

earning is light. So powerful is this metaphor
that it permeates our everyday language surrounding learning, as one can see in words

like “enlightenment,” “illuminate,” and being “bright.”
This powerful image is also conjured in the mottos of
many of our country’s oldest and most prestigious universities: Columbia’s motto is “In Thy light shall we
see light,” while Yale’s is “Light and truth,” to name
just two.
Ideally, the metaphor of learning as light fits
well with the structure of Massachusetts’s public
schools. This system creates and conveys intellectual
energy to its students. When students are empowered
with this energy, the light of learning shines forth from
them, pressing away the darkness of ignorance and intolerance, and preparing them to live, as is written in
the Massachusetts State Constitution, “the principles of
Bridgewater State University

humanity” (General Court of Mass., ch. 5, sec. 2).
It is troubling that current educational discourse
seems to have eschewed such lofty metaphors in favor
of the more prosaic terms of testing and data; today’s
educational discourse favors “the language of measurement and quantification” (Salazar, 124). In this metaphor, learning is no longer an almost divine energy
shining forth from the students themselves; instead, it
is numbers on a page, leaving in the dark the students
who took the test that created these numbers.
This analysis of metaphors may at first seem a
purely semantic exercise, but it highlights a change in
educational discourse that has some troubling implications. Specifically, I contend that the current discourse
on testing and data, especially among educational
administrators, often exhibits an ideology that dehumanizes public school children in order to legitimize
institutional power. To prove this, I will first establish
theoretical frameworks of dehumanization and discourse analysis, within which I will examine a small
sampling of administrative statements to establish a
pattern of dehumanization in their language. I focus
particularly on Massachusetts both because it is where
I work as an educator and because of its positioning as
a national leader in education (“Education Rankings”).
Ultimately, the aim of this work is to offer a new rhetorical path for those who oppose the current dominant
discourse of testing and data in education.
Dehumanization, Discourse, and Language Games
While the idea of humanity can seem
2017 The Graduate Review 71

amorphous at first, work has been done to establish a tistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), Eileen
definition of the term. Nick Haslam contends that such Gambrill creates a model for using discourse analysis
a definition of “humanness,” as he calls it, is necessary to trace a pattern of dehumanization in a particular disto create an “adequate concept of dehumanization” course. In her argument, she first reminds her audience
(Haslam, 252). One of these working definitions of that the language of science is not “common sense”
humanity focuses on “human nature,” or those traits (Fairclough, 2), but that “scientific language is used
that “correspond to our shared humanity” (256). These to give an illusion of being value-free” (18). Howevtraits include “emotional responsiveness, interpersonal er, scientific language in psychology and psychiatry
warmth, cognitive openness, agency, individuality, and

“decontextualize[s]” humans by ignoring the complex

depth” (257). Within this framework of humanity, de-

network of social and environmental factors that cre-

humanization is any act that denies humans some or ate a person’s psychological state, instead favoring
all of these traits, including acts that show others to be only “impersonal” factors such as “brain diseases over
“inert and cold,” with an appearance of “rigidity” and which we have no control” (29). Doing so dehumanizes
of being “interchangeable..and passive” (258). Maybe patients in two ways: it denies humans agency (29) and
most importantly for this argument, such “mechanistic” it threatens to “take over the individual, that is, to transdehumanization robs individuals of “depth” and char-

form the qualitative into the quantitative” (17). This last

acterizes them as “object- or automaton-like” (258).

observation, especially, has great significance for this
analysis, as it perfectly describes the loss of individual

One of the most important observations of humanity in a discourse primarily focused on data.
discourse analysis is that all language betrays an implicit “ideology,” defined as “particular…‘common

To further understand the ideology invested

sense’ assumptions which are implicit in the conven-

in the words of state and local administrators, I will

tions according to which people interact linguistically” apply the theory of “language games” described by
(Fairclough, 2). In this view, there is no such thing as Jean-Francois Lyotard (Lyotard, 9). When viewing lancommon sense; instead, there are simply dominant dis-

guage through this lens, “every utterance should be

courses that have come to be naturalized to the point thought of as a ‘move’ in a game” (Lyotard, 10), which
that they appear to be common sense. In the context of reinforces the insight that, no matter how much testing
educational testing, for example, most discourse cen-

and data discourse sounds like the neutral truth, the ut-

ters on an ideology that naturalizes the assumption that terances made by administrators regarding these ideas
data generated by testing is the most valid way to judge are nothing more than rhetorical, ideologically-motithe progress of both students and schools.

vated moves (even if the administrators themselves are
unaware of this). Similarly, the “common sense” notion

In her article analyzing the Diagnostic and Sta72 The Graduate Review 2017

that focusing primarily on testing and data is the best
Bridgewater State University

way to improve our public schools is also debatable. course of testing and data dehumanizes their students.
For those who think there are more productive focus-

The referent- “what the statement [or discourse] deals

es for our educational discourse, the question becomes with”- of this language game, however, is less clear.
how to disrupt the current dominant discourse in edu-

One of the key ways students are dehumanized in much

cation- in other words- what is the best move we can of current administrative discourse is through a certain
make to win the game?

form of referent-switching: while many administrative
utterances have public school students as their ostensi-

At this point, it’s important to identify the pa-

ble referent, further analysis shows that the actual refer-

rameters of the language game of testing and data ent is testing data. Fairclough establishes an idea similar
discourse in Massachusetts. Lyotard identifies three to referent-switching with his concept of “hyponyms,”
elements in any language game: a “sender,” an “ad-

defined as when the “meaning of one word is...included

dressee,” and a “referent” (Lyotard, 9). The primary within the meaning of another” (Fairclough, 116). In
sender in this game is educational administrators, espe-

this case, the meaning of “student” is subsumed within

cially top local administrators like superintendents and the meaning of “data” as it is described through various
state officials like Mitchell Chester, the Commissioner terms (achievement, performance, results, etc.…), but
of Education. In the sense that this language game is a it is only through a trick of ideological common sense
struggle, these officials oppose any group who is crit-

that the two are seen as hyponymous.

ical of the dominant discourse of testing and data, and
these groups can be seen as another sender in the game. The Dehumanizing Language of Massachusetts
Administrators
The addressee of a language game is the person

I will begin my analysis with Mitchell Chester’s

or group to whom the sender addresses his language November 2014 report to the Massachusetts Board of
moves (Lyotard, 9). I contend the most important ad-

Elementary and Secondary Education, titled “Building

dressee of educational discourse surrounding testing is on 20 Years of Massachusetts Education Reform.” Althe public- particularly the parents of public school chil-

though the stated referent of the report is the Massachu-

dren- who ultimately decide educational policy through setts Board of Education, I contend this board sits in for
their voting habits. That the addressee in this game is the public, since it is chosen by the Governor to repreparents is the primary reason I believe highlighting the sent different sectors of the public (General Court of
dehumanizing discourse among testing and data is the Mass., ch. 15, sec. 1E). This report is a logical starting
most effective move anti-testing advocates can make in point for this analysis because its scope extends all the
this language game; parents, who are of course deeply way back to the genesis of the testing and data moveinvested in the human aspects of their children, will be ment in Massachusetts (the 1993 Massachusetts Edumobilized to action if they believe the educational disBridgewater State University

cation Reform Act), making it an unusually complete
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overview of the ideological underpinnings of

the success of the students themselves. By trapping

administrative discourse.

the human children of our public schools as hyponyms
within larger, institutional terms such as “the Common-

The first way in which this report dehumaniz-

wealth,” “the Reform Act’s success” and “high perfor-

es Massachusetts public school children is through the mance on...assessments (8), Chester characterizes them
type of referent-switching described above. The im-

as “interchangeable..and passive” (258), cogs in the

plicit goal of Chester’s report is to connect Massachu-

state machine. Taken together with Chester’s brief ad-

setts’ “strong public school system” to the educational mission that “the MCAS has been less useful in informreforms enacted in Massachusetts in 1993 (Chester, 1), ing instruction for individual students” (11) because
whose implementation continues today in such forms of both its summative nature and the fact that student
as charter schools and the administration of the MCAS.

scores are not reported until the following year, these

One would assume that any discussion of the strength quotes betray an ideological stance in the language
of a public school system would have as its referent game of testing and data that places state success ahead
the children of that system. However, it seems the ref-

of student success. Whether or not Chester’s position as

erent of Chester’s report is not those children, but the a high-level state official technically excuses his focus
system itself. For example, Chester writes that no one on institutions over children, the parents of Massachucould say “the reform effort embarked upon in 1993 setts public school children- myself included- may well
has been anything less than an overwhelming success desire that the language of educational leaders focus
for the Commonwealth” (Chester, 1). This statement more squarely on the success of their children, not the
would not have lost any of its clarity if Chester had re-

power of the state.

placed “the Commonwealth” with “the public school
students of the Commonwealth.” Later in the report,

The conclusion of Chester’s report includes a

Chester boasts that “the quality of our standards is of-

textbook example of the type of “mechanistic” dehu-

ten cited as an important element in the Reform Act’s manization described by Haslam when Chester highsuccess and the state’s high performance on national lights the institutional importance of the public schools
and international assessments” (Chester, 8). Is the state by saying “the future of our Commonwealth is linked to
taking these tests? No. Chester’s message would have maintaining our competitive advantage in the education
been equally clear- and the focus squarely on the stu-

of our citizens: we are not a state that will derive vast

dents- had he replaced “the state’s high performance” wealth from natural resources” (Chester, 22). In writwith “Massachusetts students’ high performance.”

ing this, Chester positions Massachusetts public school
students as “inert” and “object-like” (Haslam, 258) by

In both cases, these quotes focus more on the

implying they are a natural resource like oil or a pre-

success of the state as an institution than they do on cious metal. In framing public school children as a nat74 The Graduate Review 2017
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ural resource, they are robbed of individuality, agency, article is clearly the readership of the paper- in other
and depth; they are little more than fuel for the state’s

words- the public. The article’s referent seems to be the

economy. Again, this dehumanization takes places be-

children of the Brockton school system. The journalist

cause the referent here seems not to be the students, but writing the article mentions them seven times in two
the institution: students are not the main focus of the pages (remember that Chester directly mentioned chilpublic school system, the power of the state is. To win

dren five times in eighteen pages) in contexts such as

the language game of testing discourse, examples like “Brockton students did especially well on the English
these must be proffered to the public, showing that our Language Arts exam” (Burgess, 2), a linguistic formustate’s current educational leader does not see the pub-

lation that positions students in the empowered posi-

lic schools’ main goal as delivering the light of learning tion of the subject. However, we see fresh examples of
to students; instead, he seems to shine a light on his in-

referent-switching when focusing on the administrator

stitution’s accomplishments, leaving our children- lin-

quotations in the article. Superintendent Kathy Smith

guistically at least- in the dark.

says “the test scores are good news,” while Ethan Cancell, the Brockton executive director of assessment and

Chester’s language in “Building on 20 Years of accountability, says “the results look like they’re movMassachusetts Education Reform” is not the only ex-

ing in the right direction” (Burgess, 2). In both cases,

ample of students being dehumanized in the dominant a focus on students is replaced with a focus on test rediscourse. While a large-scale, systematic analysis of

sults, a rhetorical move designed to connote empiricism

the corpus of administrative communications for at and validity, but, in reality, betrays an ideology of dehuleast the last twenty years would best serve the aim of manization. When students are results- when administhis paper, I offer, for now, the statements of two district trators “transform the qualitative into the quantitative”
superintendents as further evidence of the reach of the (Gambrill, 17)- they are stripped of their individuality,
dehumanizing discourse of testing and data.

agency, and humanity.

Each fall, Massachusetts releases the previous

Those who see words as ethereal, as something

school year’s MCAS data. This causes a storm of news

distinct and unrelated to concrete reality, may struggle

reporting on the results that often includes quotations to understand the importance of these subtle semantic
from school district administrators, which provide fur-

differences. But Lyotard reminds us that “the observ-

ther evidence of the way testing and data discourse able social bond is composed of language ‘moves’”
dehumanizes students by robbing them of individu-

(Lyotard, 11). It is the social bond that creates our con-

ality, agency, and depth. Take, for example, an article crete reality for institutions like government that drafrom a local newspaper titled “Brockton MCAS Scores matically impacts the life of every modern human. If
Headed in the Right Direction.” The addressee for this the social bonds that control our concrete reality are
Bridgewater State University
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little more than an accumulation of language moves, what Chang’s statement misses than do the words of
we must be very careful about the moves we permit as one of those concerned Mattahunt parents, Aveann
a society.

Bridgemohan. After calling the school her daughter’s
“second home,” Bridgemohan says “as a parent, I don’t

A recent development in the Boston Public know what ‘Level 4’ means or what ‘turnaround staSchool system provides an excellent example of the re-

tus’ means. All I know is my daughter is doing well”

al-world tension between the dehumanizing discourse (Vaznis, “Parents Press”). It is significant that after anof testing and data and a discourse that focuses on alyzing many pages of administrative language, it took
children as humans. In late October, Boston Superin-

the statement of a parent to illustrate the idea of “inter-

tendent Tommy Chang announced the district’s plan to personal warmth,” (Haslam, 258) as Ms. Bridgemohan
shutter the Mattahunt Elementary School, which serves does when she speaks of the school as her child’s secstudents in Boston’s Mattapan neighborhood (Vaznis, ond home. This type of warmth, I contend, is not and
“Parents Criticize”). This move was met by the outcry

cannot be expressed in the achievement data of the cur-

of Mattahunt’s parents- those who best understand the

rent testing regime, but that does not mean it is not part

humanity of their children. So loud was the outcry that of concrete reality. In fact, Ms. Bridgemohan’s stateCity Councilor Andrea Campbell, who originally sup-

ment bankrupts the dehumanizing ideology of testing

ported Chang’s plan, changed her mind after speaking and data; where administrators see data as the primary
with parents (Vaznis, “Boston School”). Chang’s re-

truth in education, this mother sees the administrative

sponse to this outcry of parent concern is telling: “My labels used to describe her daughter’s school such as
decision did not come easily...Unfortunately student “Level 4” and “turnaround status”as meaningless. The
achievement has continued to lag. The school is still

personal well-being of her daughter is all that concerns

in the lowest 1 percent statewide” (Vaznis, “Boston her; the individuality and agency of her daughter is her
School”). That Chang feels this is an appropriate re-

only truth.

sponse to the very human concern of this community’s
parents illustrates the level to which the ideology of dehumanization has structured his thoughts. Reacting to

The Next Move
The next move in this language game- which, in

the outrage of parents- the addressee of the language reality, is much more than a game- is for educators and
game of this analysis- he still falls back on the same ref-

parents to protest the dehumanizing discourse of test-

erent-switching I have documented throughout this pa-

ing and data in an effort to create space for a discourse

per: he speaks not of students, but of “student achieve-

that is both old and new: the discourse of humanity in

ment” and in which percentile “the school” falls.

education. A school system following the roadmap of
testing data can never be a system that will convey to

No words I can conjure could better explain our children the light of learning and teach them “the
76 The Graduate Review 2017
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principles of humanity”(General Court of Mass., ch. 5, Works Cited
sec. 2) as anything more than an afterthought. I know Burgess, Anna. “Brockton MCAS Scores Headed
that some will object to this vision, saying that such in the Right Direction.” The Brockton Enterprise,
principles are too vague to be included in the primary 3 November 2016, www.enterprisenews.com/
goals of public education, but the writers of the Massa-

news/20161103/brockton-mcas-scores-headed-in-

chusetts State Constitution thought them fitting, as did right-direction. Retrieved 14 November 2016.
Paolo Freire, a pioneer in the field of humanistic education (Salazar, 125). Even more importantly, the educa-

Chester, Mitchell. “Building on 20 Years of Massachu-

tion of our country’s children is too important for us to

setts Education Reform.” Prepared for the Massachu-

simply “[reduce educational] outcomes to what is eas-

setts Board of Elementary and Secondary Education.

iest to monitor, count, assess, and manage: attendance November 2016, www.doe.mass.edu/commissioner/
rates, graduation rates, test scores, and school finances” BuildingOnReform.pdf. Retrieved 16 November 2016.
(Knoester and Parkison, 250).
“Education Rankings: Measuring How Well States
As an eighth-grade English teacher, I am lucky Are Educating Their Students.” U.S. News and World
enough to yearly see the principles of humanity exem-

Report. McKinsey & Company, 28 February 2017.

plified in, among many things, the courageous gentle-

https://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/rankings/

ness of Anne Frank’s soul, the unifying revelations of

education. Retrieved 16 May 2017.

Ponyboy Curtis in The Outsiders, and the new-found
selflessness of Squeaky from Raymond’s Run. Many

Fairclough, Norman. Language and Power. Addison

front-line educators, administrators, parents, and even Wesley Longman Limited, 1989.
students see the immense and lasting value of these insights, but, at the end of the day, they will never be a Gambrill, Eileen. “The Diagnostic and Statistical
primary learning goal in a system structured around the Manual of Mental Disorders as a Major Form of
dehumanizing discourse of testing and data. Only when Dehumanization in the Modern World.” Research on
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as anything more than an afterthought or extension. It is
time we demand that our state’s educational leaders use
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language that reflects these principles, so that we may view.” Personality and Social Psychology Review, vol.
start shifting the focus of our system from producing 10, no. 3, February 2006, pp. 252-264. Research Gate,
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dren deserve nothing less.
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